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ABSTRACT
The Problem of Blackness in America: Becoming When the Being Never
Comes to Be
by
Nkiru Anyaegbunam
Advisor: Nathalie Etoke
Abstract: The problem of Blackness in America is a consequence of the historical reality and
continued legacies of colonialism, the triangular trade and chattel slavery that have been
facilitated through violence and capitalism. This thesis will argue that this problem that is
pronounced through racialized institutional systems of violence such as mass incarceration and
housing inequality, which disproportionately negatively impacts Black Americans is part of a
larger discourse on the human and (mis)recognition. This violence has created a quintessential
incompleteness for Black Americans who neither are recognized as citizens nor human. The
problem of Blackness will be continuously grounded in this this thesis as a crisis of the human
and citizenship – both nationally and within the international community. Prioritizing prominent
scholars in Black Studies, this thesis reframes issues of race within the United States to its
colonial European empire fundaments as a global project with global ramifications. This thesis
offers both an internationalist and humanist framework for discoursing America’s realization and
reification of race and racism in terms of capitalism, institutional racism, extralegal racial
violence, and identity politics by focusing on chattel slavery in the United States and Caribbean
and the triangular trade. In addition, it will include discourse on the legacy of slavery and
colonialism within the United States through popular news sites and by advocacy groups. These
conversations will surround slavery reparations, the War on Drugs, mass incarceration and
discriminatory housing policies. This thesis will maintain that Blackness is a global project that
has been largely defined by Europe and America and thus, will also include analysis of
international organizations such as the United Nations.
Keywords: Race, Human, Mass incarceration, Colonialism, Chattel slavery, Capitalism, Black,
Globalization, ADOS, Triangular trade
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Introduction
The problem of Blackness in America is an expansive topic of research that has produced
a plethora of academic literature. It is a consequence of the historical reality of the triangular
trade, colonialism, chattel slavery and capitalism which produced social and economic
inequalities based upon race that persists contemporarily. These enduring legacies are present in
the racialized violence of mass incarceration, housing inequality, unemployment, and police
brutality, amongst other inequalities that disproportionately effects Black Americans (Coates,
2014; Etoke, 2021, Landphair, 2007; Howell et al., 2020; Firebaugh et al., 2016; Hassett-Walker,
2021). Race and racism have been discoursed extensively within the American public and private
realm – the academic and popular. Contemporarily, these debates have centered around the
politics of critical race theory (CRT) – which has divorced CRT from its academic foundations
(Ray et al., 2021; Sawchuk, 2021; Zurcher, 2021; George, 2021; Kreiss et al., 2021; Suddath,
2021; Sprunt, 2021; Pendharkar, 2022).
The foundational legal scholar of CRT was Derrick Bell, who analyzed landmark civil
rights cases such as, Brown v Board of Education of Topeka and University of California v,
Bakke and found that despite legal purports of progress, racial inequality and inequity persisted
concurrently with diversity and color-blind policies (Bell, 1980; Bell, 1991; Cobb, 2021). Years
after one of Bell’s most notable works, Race, Racism and American Law, Kimberlé Crenshaw
coined CRT as an offshoot of critical legal studies (Bell, 1984; Crenshaw, 1988; Crenshaw,
2011). Bell’s influence is apparent in Crenshaw and other critical race theorists who highlight
how racial reform and subsequent retrenchment is subversive to meaningful progress and
fortifies racism. Critical race theorists reveal the ways racism is baked into American
institutions, systems, and social norms. However, it's co-opting and weaponization by
1

conservative activist Christopher Rufo has created a national controversy (Wallace-Wells, 2021).
Rufo reframes CRT as anti-American Marxist propaganda, individualistically and purposefully
evoking white-guilt through the indoctrination of American children and workers by workshops,
policies and literature that acknowledges America’s racialized history and attempts to facilitate
and discourse it (Wallace-Wells, 2021; Rufo, 2021; Rufo, 2022). However, academically CRT is
principally concerned with systemic and institutional racism which persists despite policies, laws
and symbolic acts of racial reform and progress, not individual or personalized forms of racism
and attitudes of race. The consequence of Rufo’s actions, and those of his political proponents,
has been an increase in legislation that removes books written by Black authors or depictions of
America’s racial history from lower-ed curricula and the ending of federal workshops for racial
sensitivity training (Robinson, 2021; Bellamy-Walker, 2022; Powell, 2021; Will, 2021).
“The Problem of Blackness in America: Becoming When the Being Never Comes to Be”
challenges the ways colonialism, racism, chattel slavery, and American exceptionalism exclude
and re-define the problem of Blackness academically and socio-politically like conservative
activist Rufo has done with CRT. It is both a product and defense of CRT within Black Studies.
The first chapter of this thesis will be an analysis of how Blackness and capitalism is intricately
woven into the continuity of empire, specifically the Euro-American empire. In the second
chapter this thesis will focus on racialized mass incarceration, using the Lower Ninth Ward and
Louisiana State Penitentiary as a case study. The third chapter will explore how the problem of
Blackness in America has furthered misrecognition for Black Americans and American
Descendants of Slavery through slavery reparations.
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In Order to Understand the Brutality of American Capitalism You Have to Start at the Sea
An Internationalist Perspective of Euro-American Capitalism
On August 14, 2019, The New York Times electronically published, “In order to understand
the brutality of American capitalism, you have to start on the plantation”. This article was written
by American sociologist Matthew Desmond as part of The New York Times’ “The 1619 Project”,
which was defined as, “an ongoing initiative [aiming] to reframe the country’s history by placing
the consequence of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of our
national narrative” (Hannah-Jones, 2019, para. 2). Desmond’s work, as the title of his article
suggests, situates American capitalism within the initiative of “The 1619 Project” by recontextualizing the canonical temporal framing of it. Here, the plantation becomes the blueprint
for American capitalism with chattel slavery a persistent strain of brutality and violence
inextricably linked to it. This article is not just a temporal critique of the way certain economists,
historians and mass media conceives American capitalism but a geographical one as well. The
crux and point of contention of Desmond’s work is that American capitalism emerges not from
the Northern industrialization but from the Southern plantations of which the whip creates far
greater than the machine. Desmond states,
slavery was undeniably a font of phenomenal wealth. By the eve of the Civil War, the
Mississippi Valley was home to more millionaires per capita than anywhere else in the
United States. Cotton grown and picked by enslaved workers was the nation’s most valuable
export. The combined value of enslaved people exceeded that of all the railroads and
factories in the nation. New Orleans boasted a denser concentration of banking capital than
New York City (Desmond, 2019, para. 5).
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There is no denying that chattel slavery and Southern plantations have left an imprint upon
American capitalism and economics as witnessed by a multiplicity of reputable economists and
historians in Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Development and The Half Has
Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (Beckert et al., 2018; Baptist,
2016). However, Desmond’s work was criticized by economists, from predominantly
conservative thinktanks, who rejected his threading of modern economic and business practices
into chattel slavery in ways that were genealogically and morally questionable (Coclanis, 2021;
Magness, 2020, Gregg, 2021). American capitalism is an intricate historical narrative of complex
actors, institutions, and systems, and to prioritize a narrowly defined political purpose – simply
to center Black Americans through a different narration of an already accepted exceptional
history fails to account for other illuminating narratives.
History does not occur in a vacuum, nor should it be marked by singular events, peoples,
or narratives. According to Michel-Rolph Trouillot in Silencing the Past: Power and the
Production of History, it is power that creates linear historical narratives that center ones
political or institutional objective while ignoring all others. Trouillot states,
for the power to decide what is trivial – and annoying – is also part of the power to decide
how ‘what happened’ becomes ‘that which is said to have happened’… the triviality
clause… forbids describing what happened from the point of view of some of the people
who saw it happen or to whom it happened. It is a form of archival power. With the
exercise of that power, ‘facts’ become clear, sanitized (Trouillot, 2015, p. 115-6)
The history of chattel slavery and capitalism in the United States, when periodized from the
seventeenth century onwards reiterates an American exceptional historical timeline that separates
it from its genealogical and socio-historical connection to Europe, specifically the British
4

Empire. American exceptionalism is defined here as the ways in which the American nation was
born into a new and exceptional nation that is distinct ideologically and historically from any
other nation (Onuf, 2012; Koh, 2003). Desmond’s article is a form of American exceptionalism
that land locks the history of chattel slavery in the United States to the plantations of North
America. It is a jagged or abrupt discontinuity that severs the ties between Europe and America
of which the American Revolution becomes the birth of a new exceptional nation. By
subscribing to this, certain nuances become lost and instead of focusing on systems and
institutions that engender what Desmond refers to as the brutality of American capitalism, it
simply focuses on collective individuals rather than the global system that engenders their
circumstances (Desmond, 2019).
Chattel slavery and its ideological imprint on capitalism began in the sixteenth century.
This was catalyzed by less than a decade prior when Christopher Columbus’ ships arrived in the
Americas, specifically the present day Bahamas in 1492 (Williams, 1984; Williams, 1994). This
‘discovery’ amongst others would precipitate the exploitations of peoples, land and one of the
most brutal forms of forced mass migration by the sea. It would also go on to link the Caribbean,
present day America and Europe through the triangular trade (Williams, 1984; Williams, 1994;
Gaztambide-Géigel, 2004). The triangular trade, which transverses the Atlantic Ocean, was the
commodified movement of enslaved people and goods between three continents as trade
beginning in the sixteenth century. “Arms, textiles, and wine were shipped from Europe to
Africa, enslaved people from Africa to the Americas, and sugar, tobacco, and other products
from the Americas to Europe” (Lewis, 2020, para. 2). These were essential components for a
global market, modernity, and consequently American capitalism (Bosch, 1997). Despite this,
out of forty paragraphs Desmond does not once mention the triangular trade explicitly and only
5

references the transatlantic slave trade part of it twice and these instances were confined to the
early 1800s concerning how Europe, despite abolishing slavery, was complicit in bank-rolling
slavery in the United States (Desmond, 2019). “The 1619 Project” should contextualize the
creation and mythology of America as a nation, separate from that of Europe, while interrogating
capitalism as a global project, where a hierarchy of people consequently emerge from prior to
1619. And it is through this, that one can understand the former myth and American capitalism.
That is not to say this work has no merit, rather it is to suggest that authors like Eric Williams,
Sylvia Wynter, Aimé Césaire, W. E. B. Du Bois, James Baldwin and Michel Rolph-Trouillot
who have historically re-contextualized colonialism, slavery, and capitalism within the
international market of brutality it emerges, have meaningful insights this project should
consider.
The Triangular Trade
From Columbus to Castro: The History of the Caribbean, 1492-1692 by Eric E. Williams,
supplements Desmond’s article by expanding American history, chattel slavery and capitalism as
one that includes the Americas and European active participatory complicity (Williams, 1984).
In the American context, as Desmond cites, slavery is often imagined through crops such as
tobacco and cotton (Desmond, 2019). However, Williams focuses on gold and sugar, the latter he
would use to illustrate how slavery revolutionized the eco-politics of Europe and consequently
America. Williams states, “from the beginning sugar was an industry for the big capitalist”
(Williams, 1984, p. 26). Deterministically, the high profitability of sugar led to the expansion
and further brutalization of chattel slavery and capitalism. These net profits and the “solid
economic fact, that Negro slavery was essential to the preservation of the sugar plantation”
increased the need and market for slavery (Williams, 1984, p. 139). The Caribbean became an
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example of how demographics are sensitive to economic imperatives. Williams notes that as the
demand for sugar rose the Negro slave, in places like the Barbados and Jamaica, out-numbered
“able-bodied white men” (Williams, 1984, p. 136-7). While some of these slaves worked and
died in the Caribbean, others, as the triangular trade route outlines, were sent to the colonies or
the present day United States. Although, the triangular trade begins in the early sixteenth century
the first slave ship arrived in Jamestown, Virginia in 1619 (Center for Social Solutions, 2021).
The link between the Negro slave of the Caribbean and the one that toiled in the colonies was not
just forged through their violent displacement from the African continent or their becoming of
chattel as a quantifiable means of trade. The missing part of Desmond’s article, that is
supplemented by Williams, is their journey by sea which coalesces a permanent dislocation from
their past life and the beginning or realization of their de-humanized condition. The increased
demand for slaves in the colonies and the Americas evidenced by their disproportionate
demographic in some parts, cannot be told without accounting, as Williams does, for the many
Negro slaves who died as sunk costs in their arduous six to eight week transport through the
Middle Passage (Williams, 1994; Williams, 1984).
The triangular trade enriched Europe and America economically and ideologically. Williams
recounts how the triangular trade tested and allowed for victories in free trade, the undertaking of
large capital, capital investment and the control of large labor forces (Williams, 1984). This is
exemplified when Williams identifies the “three concomitants of sugar production” which
included a tendency towards monopolies, comparative advantages and navigating the expansive
world market (Williams, 1984, p.28). Through all these loomed the “crucial problem of labour”
(Williams, 1984, p. 29). Capitalist practices that consequently came into being through the
triangular trade are all ones reflected in American capitalism that Desmond notes in his article.
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However, by considering texts like Williams’, readers can better understand the brutality of
“modern” capitalism, in its profit-driven, globalist, monopolistic, and exploitative ways.
Williams states, “Negroes became the ‘life’ of the Caribbean… the ‘very being’ of the
plantations depended on the supply of Negroes… Europe has seldom been as unanimous on any
issue as it had been on the value of Negro slave labour” (Williams, 1984, p. 136). While
Desmond uses the rise and fall of cotton in the colonies to illustrate the expansion of the global
market and consensus, as punishment on cotton plantations “rose and fell with global market
fluctuations” (Desmond, 2019, para. 22). When the price of cotton rose so did the slave masters
“whip” to increase output without increasing their labor force – satisfying a part of the crucial
problem of labor (Desmond, 2019, para. 22). Desmond and Williams drive towards similar
points of modern capitalism however, it is necessary to prioritize William’s timeline which predates Desmond. By doing this one can engage in a discourse of one of the greatest losses of
slavery. Writers like Sylvia Wynter and Aimé Césaire brilliantly capture this in a way that
complements the eco-historical narrative driven by Williams.
The Euro-American Empire
Euro-American history is plagued by various isms: colonialism, racism, imperialism,
capitalism, etc. The triangular trade and subsequent generations of chattel slavery is where all
these isms coalesce. In “Ethno or Socio Poetics”, Sylvia Wynter engages with these isms in the
context of the triangular trade which coincided with the advent and discovery of the New World.
Wynter states that there was a “fundamental split between the we and the OTHER, between
Western and non-Western cultures [which] began in the sixteenth century, when the worldmarket economy was first established” (Wynter, 1976, p. 79). Wynter suggests here that the
discovery of the New World, the Americas and America, alongside the establishment of the
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world-market economy or the triangular trade becomes a pivotal historical moment that defined
the Western from Non-Western. The former would become human while the latter would not.
This is inconsistent with American exceptional narratives as America, not the Americas, with its
colonies was considered part of and continued to be a Western nation before the American
Revolution. This is further complicated by the New World being a site of both violent migration
in the case of the Negro slave, and opportunistic for the European bourgeoise who came to
inhabit both America and the Americas as a new ruling class. Wynter states,
large sections of the middling and the poorer classes in Europe, became landed in the New
World… strengthen[ing] and extend the power of the bourgeoise, until then cabined, cribbed
and confined by the trammels of an aristocratic feudal Europe with power still based on birth
and lineage (Wynter, 1976, p. 81-2).
These individuals would go on to drive the brutality of American capitalism and write
exceptional narratives of freedom in the Constitution sans the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Amendment. It is precisely because of the New World, a vast space to be consumed and
commodified that,
for the first time in history a small group of peoples now had at their disposal the rest of
the peoples and the resources of the earth, due to an initial technological superiority,
which was to grow leaps and bounds as wealth accrued from the [New World] (Wynter,
1976, p. 82).
It is also here the European man went from the Christian man to the Western Man (Wynter,
1976). This process created cross class solidarity on racial lines for the Western Man, who was
also the white and modern man. The European Man is the American Man and ultimately, they
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both become the Western and modern capitalist of the first world. This causes a global hierarchy
where the rest of the world is relegated into second and third worlds (Wynter, 1976). By
considering this, the United States is not just battling to remember a legacy of slavery in
Southern plantations, as “The 1619 Project” suggests but its European colonialist past as well.
Discourse on Colonialism by Aimé Césaire takes on this Western-American-European
colonialist past by arguing the ways it is subversive to colonizer, as well as, colonized (Césaire,
2001). Césaire echoes many points made by Wynter in “Ethno or Socio Poetics”. According to
Césaire’s conceptualization of “colonialization = ‘thingification’”, past colonial practices which
include chattel slavery are reflective of capitalism in which thingification is commonly referred
to as commodification (Césaire, 2001, p. 42). Wynter, who refers to this as a “mutation” of not
only individuals but history, is in accordance with Césaire as he details the loss that is inscribed
upon the impetus of the triangular trade (Wynter, 1976, p. 79-80). For Césaire colonialization
was the dehumanization of
even the most civilized man… based on contempt for the native and justified by that
contempt… the colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience gets into the habit of
seeing the other man as an animal, accustoms himself to treating him like an animal, and
tends objectively to transform himself into an animal (Césaire, 2001, p. 41)
Desmond captures this as he attempts briefly to historicize the rise of American debt and the loss
of general welfare which became a consequence of “American freedom” for non-Black, nonrich, white Americans (Desmond, 2019, para. 24). American capitalism was founded on what
Desmond concludes as “the lowest road there is” (Desmond, 2019, para. 40). This road was also
a body of water that stretched out between three continents. In this same final paragraph
Desmond declares that American capitalism is “a racist capitalism” (Desmond, 2019, para. 40).
10

It is also a “union-busting capitalism of poverty wages, gig jobs and normalized insecurity; a
winner-take-all capitalism of stunning disparities not only permitting but awarding financial rulebending” (Desmond, 2019, para. 40). Desmond aims here to depict how American capitalism
hurts a wide diversity of Americans – not just Black people. Capitalism, as it was shaped by
colonialism and slavery, has a unique relationship to the human. While, it has dehumanized nonwhite people for centuries, it has also affected what it means to be human for white people as
well.
If in the Western paradigm the human was forged during colonialism then it was also lost
according to Césaire, Wynter and Desmond. If one understands capitalism = commodification
then the human is thus another commodity, as is the non-human. Although Euro-American
capitalism continues to be highly racialized, it is invoked on a diverse array of individuals which
includes white people. This is exemplified by Césaire, who rejects the Western propensity to etch
out Nazism as an anomaly. The history of the Others, classified as non-human and uncivilized,
was distinct from Nazism which is paradoxically considered a white historical event. According
to Césaire, the brutality that marked the colonial conquests associated with the triangular trade,
causes for Nazism to erupt in Western history as,
the crime against the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact he
applied… Europe colonialist procedures [against the white man,] which until then had
been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the ‘coolies’ of India, and the
‘niggers’ of Africa” (Césaire, 2001, p. 36).
The Western response to Nazism ignores the ways colonial violence and procedures have a
capitalistic, not just racial component in the ways that race is conceived through biological
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determinism. In other words, race is a positionality, it is a flexible construct in which nonwhiteness is attributed to individuals who are to be exploited.
Race and humanity, that is to be recognized racially and/or as human, are fluid concepts that
are conceived and reified through acts of violence and mediation during the periods of
colonialism that leads or coincides with modernity. On September 2, 1945, World War II
(WWII) ended, and the United Nations (UN) was founded on October 24, 1945, in the United
States’ city of San Francisco, California. The preamble of the UN Charter reinforces the
paradoxical archiving of the horrors of Nazism within a long history of human right abuses. It
states,
we the people of the United Nations determined to save succeeding generations from the
scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind, and to
reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in
the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small, and to establish
conditions under which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and other
sources of international law can be maintained, and to promote social progress and better
standards of life in larger freedom, and for these ends to practice tolerance and live together
in peace with one another as good neighbours… (United Nations, n.d., para. 1-3)
Three years later the UN General Assembly published the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights on December 10, 1948 (United Nations, n.d.). WWII was a human rights crisis of global
proportions. This is evident in contentious debates by scholars regarding the beginning of the
war. Whether it began in 1931 with Japan’s occupation of Manchuria, 1935 with the invasion of
Abyssinia by Mussolini, 1939 with Hitler’s blitzkrieg assault on Poland or 1941 with the attack
on Pearl Harbor in America, the atrocious human rights abuses that occurred during the
12

Holocaust have both defined WWII and became the central location of language and framing of
human rights (Waters et al., 2012, p. 301). In 1944 the word genocide was coined by PolishJewish lawyer Raphael Lemkin. The UN and Lemkin assert that the term was “partly in
response” to the Holocaust but also included “previous instances in history of targeted actions
aimed at the destruction of particular groups of people” (United Nations, n.d., para. 1). The
prohibition of genocide, under the first human rights treaty, “The Genocide Convention”, “is a is
a peremptory norm of international law (or jus cogens) and consequently, no derogation from it
is allowed” (United Nations, n.d., para. 1; United Nations, n.d., para. 2). Lemkin and the UN
have emphasized that the term genocide was also a response to previous historical acts but there
is still a propensity to frame atrocities within the Holocaust because of the politics of recognition.
In subsequent years historians or memory entrepreneurs published works such as, The Rape of
Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II, “Borrowing from Mussolini: Nazi
Germany’s Colonial Aspirations in the Shadow of Italian Expansionism”, The Black Holocaust
for Beginners, and American Holocaust: The Conquest of the New World which related other
human right abuses that pre-date or occurred during WWII with the Holocaust to be recognized
(Chang, 1998; Bernhard, 2013, Anderson et al., 1995; Stannard, 2006). This recognition is
integral when one considers what it means to be recognized within this context.
The links between recognition, human rights and the Holocaust is most evident in
Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History by Michel-Rolph Trouillot. In the third
chapter titled, “An Unthinkable History: The Haitian Revolution as a Non-event”, Trouillot
salvages the Haitian Revolution from the epistemic violence or erasure from Euro-American
history. Seemingly missing from French and American history is the impact of the Haitian
Revolution even in such integral national events, for both nations, like the Louisiana Purchase
13

which was prompted by it (Trouillot, 2015). The Haitian Revolution has largely been sanitized
from Euro-American history through “archival power [which] is the power to define what is and
what is not a serious object of research and, therefore, of mention” (Trouillot, 2015, p.99). The
Haitian Revolution led to the first Black-led republic under the Euro-American global order
through a slave revolt against colonial France. Formerly known as Saint-Domingue, Haiti
“emerges at the intersection of various interests: colonial history, Caribbean or Afro-American
history, the history of slavery, the history of New World peasantries” and becomes through EuroAmerican archival power, “distracting footnotes” within their narrative (Trouillot, 2015, p. 102;
Trouillot, 2015, p. 107). In Slavery & Capitalism, Eric Williams notes that the Haitian
Revolution “was a landmark in the history of slavery in the New World, and after 1804, when
the independent republic of Haiti was established, every white slave-owner, in Jamaica, Cuba, or
Texas, lived in dread of another Toussaint L’Ouverture” (Williams, 1994, p. 296). Haiti was of
the greatest importance to Euro-American trade for its highly fertile lands, rich resources and for
possessing the highest number of African slaves France violently imported. The success of the
slave revolt occurred within a history of revolutions that Trouillot underscores connects the
Haitian Revolution to the American Revolution and the French Revolution. In “Haiti, Slavery,
and the Age of the Democratic Revolution” Robin Blackburn states,
in the sequence of revolutions that remade the Atlantic world from 1776 to 1825, the
Haitian Revolution is rarely given its due, yet without it there is much that cannot be
accounted for. The revolutions – American, French, Haitian, and Spanish-American –
should be seen as interconnected, with each helping to radicalize the next (Blackburn,
2006, p. 643).

14

Despite this, its silence in Euro-American canonical historical literature is quite glaring as
thinkers such as, W. E. B. Du Bois had “insisted on the central role of the Haitian Revolution in
the collapse of the entire system of slavery” (Trouillot, 2015, p. 105). The erasure or silencing of
the Haitian Revolution could be due to France’s interests to shift away from its colonial history
and failures, or that this event was unthinkable as it defied Euro-American sensibilities of the
world and people through an order they imposed. However, in terms of recognition, what matters
here is what happened after the Haitian Revolution.
Despite, the interconnecting of Revolutions between France, America, and Haiti, the
latter nation was not recognized in the New World in the same way as others who claimed
nationhood through violent revolutionary struggle. This in part could be due to its essential role
in the global economy. Haiti “was the most lucrative colony in the whole world. French planters
forced African slaves to produce sugar, coffee, and other cash crops for the global market”
(Rosalsky, 2021, para. 9). As slaveholders were forced to flee to America and France, what the
nation of Haiti represented became a reality to the world, especially Europe and America. It was
a “nation of freed black slaves… [and] a threat to the existing world order” (Rosalsky, 2021,
para. 10). Former United States president, Thomas Jefferson, who was a pivotal figure in
brokering the Louisiana Purchase, “worked to isolate Haiti diplomatically and strangle it
economically, fearing that the success of Haiti would inspire slave revolts back home”
(Rosalsky, 2021, para. 10). Simultaneously, the United States quickly expanded the brutality of
chattel slavery across its newly acquired land. In 1825 French King, Charles X sent warships to
Haiti demanding they pay reparations, initially of 150 million francs, to France to be recognized
as an independent nation (Rolasky, 2021). In 1838, this figure was reduced to 90 million francs
as compensation to former plantation owners (Marquand, 2010). Under the duress of further
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violence, their exclusion from the international community and their independence on the line,
Haiti began their repayment to France and did not finish until 1947 (Marquand, 2010). As a new
isolated nation, Haiti could not afford these payments and thus, entered one of the earliest forms
of debt trap diplomacy. Ultimately Haiti paid France back at the cost of accruing high interest
loans from French banks (Daut, 2020).
The notion of slave owners being compensated for the end of slavery did not only occur
in Haiti. The Price of Emancipation: Slave-Ownership, Compensation and British Society at the
End of Slavery by Nicholas Draper examines how slave owners in Britain were compensated
under the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 while their enslaved population received nothing
(Draper, 2010). While works like Black Reconstruction in America 1860-1880: The Classic
Study of the Role of American Negroes in the post-Civil War Reconstruction by America’s
foremost Negro Scholar details the Reconstruction Era in the United States where slave owners
and white non-slave owners were compensated through numerous socio-legal concessions that
terrorized their newly free Black population. Furthermore, on April 16, 1862, President Lincoln
signed the District of Columbia Compensated Emancipation Act which compensated slave
owners in Washington D.C. “The act was the first time the government had officially liberated
any group of slaves” and subsequently every other emancipatory moment in America was
accompanied by compensation to those who already benefitted from the institution of slavery
(National Archives, 2012, para. 6). These respective compensatory acts from America to France,
created a paper trail of slavery that would have largely remained silent or purged from history
altogether. On the other hand, no Caribbean nation nor Black American citizen that descended or
was a slave, received reparations. Instead, they paid, and continue to pay, in various ways for the
supposed discontinuities of chattel slavery.
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In The Caribbean: A History of the Region and Its Peoples, Laurent Dubois frames the
price paid for the Haitian Revolution and argues that the (re)actions thereafter have a greater
international significance than is often discoursed. Although, the Haitian Revolution, as Trouillot
previously concludes, was largely excluded from historical literature pertaining to revolutions or
even the period itself – that does not mean it was ignored. Instead, the Haitian Revolution
influenced (re)actions across Euro-America, and it exemplifies the paradox or one could argue
the parameters of universality that persists even in the post-colonial (Scarano et al., 2011,
Trouillot, 2015). The Haitian Revolution “was epochal in scale and global in its ramifications”
(Scarano et al., 2011, p. 274). It was one of the earliest global litmus tests of human rights and
universalism under the Euro-American world order – of which these tenets would fail to include
Black people. In one of the most extreme cases meticulously recorded, the reparations Haiti had
to pay France serves as evidence.
In Discourse on Colonialism, Aimé Césaire rejects the Western archival carving of
WWII as a historical anomaly. Other post-colonial writers such as, Sylvia Wynter echo this
sentiment. One must consider why or how the Holocaust serves as the framing and literal event
that causes the codification of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Along that same line,
why no reparations have been rendered to slaves or descendants of slaves across America and the
Americas – not even the reimbursement of reparations paid by Haiti to France. On September 23,
2020, at the “Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany” it was stated,
as ‘World War II ended in Europe, the United States led the effort to seek a measure of
justice in the form of restitution of compensation for individuals whose assets were stolen
during the Holocaust… those efforts continued through the modern era, a period notable
for U.S. support of restitution from Swiss Banks, German and Austrian financial and
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industrial institutions, and a wide range of European insurers, railroads and other
governmental and private entities… U.S. leadership has helped Holocaust victims receive
some degree of moral recognition of their incalculable losses, as well as tens of billions
of dollars in compensation and restitution (WJRO, 2020, p. 3-4).
This moral recognition, while it does not erase the past nor can it totally inhibit the prejudice that
creates violent acts of dehumanization, recognizes the individual through compensatory means
and at a time when capitalism had underpinned much of the globe – it is a means of
acknowledging or asserting another’s humanity. When this was denied to Haitians after the
Haitian Revolution through the United States refusal to recognize the new nation and France
forcing Haiti to pay reparations to them as a price for their freedom – it was a clear global signal
that universality and human rights was not only white but European and connected to America.
The history of the Haitian Revolution is a part of Western history, it is the failure of the
extension of human and universal rights to non-white or non-European peoples. Furthermore, it
becomes another event that defines the human and the Other. The reason writers discussing
Blackness, the human or post-coloniality find themselves referencing the Holocaust is because
these acts of violence emerge from a continuity of violent acts against people and is socially
accepted and justified – usually across racial lines. Yet, the Holocaust is a quintessential
reference point for global recognition as evidenced by the international law that emerges from it
– especially ones, such as the Genocide Convention, of which no derogation is permitted. In the
same historical moment that established the UN in 1945 there were, “750 million people –
almost a third of the world's population” under colonial rule (United Nations, n.d., para. 1).
On March 25, 2008, at the 62nd session of the UN General Assembly, March 25th was
designated as the “annual day of Remembrance of the Victims of Slavery and the Transatlantic
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Slave Trade” (United Nations, 2008, para. 5). This day is purported to be a reminder of
colonialism and chattel slavery, and a means of addressing modern slavery (United Nations,
2008). The UN General Assembly President was not in attendance during this session as he was
“currently on an official visit in Europe” (United Nation, 2008, para. 3). On the official UN
webpage commemorating the day it concludes with,
little is known about the 400-year long transatlantic slave trade and its lasting
consequences felt throughout the world, or of the contribution of slaves to the building of
the societies of their enslavement. This lack of knowledge has served to marginalize
people of African descent across Europe, North America and South America (United
Nations, 2008, para. 13).
Despite, the amount of literature written on this topic and financial governmental records, the
UN suggests that a lack of knowledge perpetuates legacies of slavery and colonialism. In
Discourse on Colonialism, Césaire identifies Europe’s colonial problem as the paradox that
emerges from their myth of civilization which then leads to hypocrisy – of which Europe
insulates itself from criticism (Césaire, 2015, p. 31). Instead of taking responsibility, the UN
frames the continued legacy of chattel slavery and colonialism as simply a lack of knowledge.
This rescues the dominant worldview of Euro-America as rational and civilized societies or
cultures. In that space the irrationality, uncivility, and brutality of slavery, that Haiti initially
recognized and fought to combat with the Haitian Revolution, occurs not as a choice but a form
of ignorance. In Black Skin, White Masks by Frantz Fanon, Fanon states,
man is human only to the extent to which he tries to impose his existence on another man
in order to be recognised by him… it is on that other being, on recognition by that other
being, that his own human worth and reality depend (Fanon, 1967, p. 216-7).
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However, in the context of slavery and colonialism Fanon adds to or reconceptualizes this
Hegelian view by later stating and depicting, “the master differs basically from the master
described by Hegel. For Hegel there is reciprocity, here the master laughs at the consciousness of
the slave. What he wants from the slave is not recognition but work” (Fanon, 1967, p. 220).
Since the colonial master does not seek recognition as he defines himself as human without the
need of another and further commodifies the slave, the economic and political brutality that Haiti
faced after the Haitian Revolution – as it attempted to extricate one of the richest colonies from a
colonial power – is better framed. Economic, specifically capitalistic, imperatives perpetuate
legacies of slavery and colonialism far more than the UN’s proposed ignorance. Commemoration
cannot be recognition without change and in a capitalistic system, without a compensatory means
of rectification or reparation. So, what is the purpose of the UN commemoration of slavery and
the slave trade? Césaire states,
what is serious is that ‘Europe’ is morally, spiritually indefensible. And today the
indictment is brought against it not by the European masses alone, but on a world scale,
by tens and tens of millions of men who, from the depths of slavery, set themselves up as
judges (Césaire, 2015, p. 32).
This repudiation and judgement of European civilization is a destabilizing force of their myths
that the human is defined by civility, reason, modernism, and rationality – it is a culturally rich
notion. Those who were dehumanized, were made so based upon cultural difference, ignorance,
and inferiority. Erased from this then is what Fanon illuminates, and possibly one of the cruelest
tenets of slavery and capitalism – that work is all the master wishes to procure from the slave and
nothing else. This is further complicated as that work, or the price the slave must pay is not only
manual labor. Instead, the slave and thus Blackness, becomes an integral part in understanding
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recognition and the human, as a Western invention, myth and possibly a site to be recovered or
salvaged.
Defining the Human
In “Socio or Ethno Poetics”, Sylvia Wynter captures the commodification and objectification
of the human stating, “humanism has ended in its negation. Men have become the objects they
have created. Western man creates his Being as a thing. The ‘natural’ chain of Being has been
replaced by a market, a historical-Chain of Being” (Wynter, 1976, p. 87). Posed as such, Wynter
answers what was lost through the immense violence and global re-conditioning of such a
massive economic market that was the triangular trade, in which human bodies were marked and
traversed the Atlantic Ocean much like any property or good. While the latter point has been
extensively discussed by writers like Eric Williams, it is the contention that “men have become
the objects they have created”, and the “Western man creates his Being as a thing” that underpins
assertions by Césaire, that colonialism is a series of conquests and expeditions that established
contact through violence and “there could not come a single human value” (Wynter, 1976, p. 87;
Césaire, 2001, p. 34). Through the immense work of academicians, journalists, and activists it
has been established that slavery, specifically chattel slavery, was a brutal process of
dehumanization. People came to be recognized as property or less and further stigmatized along
racial lines. However, it is equally important to consider what became of the colonizer and slaver
or capitalist who were defined as human. Césaire suggests, colonialization decivilizes and
brutalizes the colonizer, “to degrade him, to awaken him to buried instincts, to covetousness,
violence, race hatred, and moral relativism… [for] … colonialization” (Césaire, 2001, p. 35).
The psychological effects of colonialization on the colonizer have been historically thought of
within Black studies. In Wretched of the Earth, author and psychiatrist, Frantz Fanon notes
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psychological disturbances of a European officer under his care, who spent extraordinary hours
torturing Algerians during the Algerian War of Independence (Fanon, 1963). The European
officer begins to abuse his wife and children in what he refers to as “fits of madness” (Fanon,
1963, p. 267). In the end the officer asks how he can “go on torturing Algerian patriots without
any prickings of conscience, without any behavior problems, and with complete equanimity”
(Fanon, 1963, p. 269-70). This same question looms over the societies that inhabited or greatly
profited from institutions of slavery and colonialism. In Euro-America these psychological
disturbances and paradoxical logics were quelled both on a personal and national level through
racism, culture, and myths.
The modern era is characterized as a “mutation” that emerged from the accumulation of
wealth and violence through the triangular trade, colonial conquest, the mass mobilization of
Europeans to the New World and the chattel slave or labor force. This history has been
disseminated through Eurocentric arguments of “the difference between civilized and primitive”
cultures (Wynter, 1976, p. 87). The Western-Modern Man exists within the mutated “first
commodity-culture” where objects are used to label other humans and objectify them and
through that, those same objects come to define the human itself (Wynter, 1976, p. 87).
Understanding the relationship between objects, violence, and the power to define or name is
integral in understanding what becomes of the human because of colonialism and slavery. The
gun contemporarily and historically, has been a contentious symbol both of violence and
freedom. However, the latter is still wrought through violence or the threat of it. Wynter
exemplifies this through the relation of Robinson Crusoe and Friday from Daniel Defoe’s novel
Robinson Crusoe (Wynter, 1976). Crusoe, a European man, names an Indian man, Friday and it
is through this process of naming Wynter asserts, “by calling the Indian Friday Crusoe negates
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his former name, the meaning of his former culture, its architecture of significance. With the past
cultural world of Friday wiped out, he is reduced to his role as Crusoe’s servant” (Wynter, 1979,
p. 87). Here, Wynter ascertains the significance of a commodity-culture in which, men who
before had the power to name things, now have attained the power to name other men. However,
this power is wrought through violence, but a specific kind – one facilitated through an object,
specifically “Crusoe’s gun… the object has inserted itself… [between] Friday, [who] seeing the
ease with which the gun has wiped out his at once fellow/and enemy Indians, assimilates the gun
as Object to a Natural force, and therefore to a God” (Wynter, 1976, p. 87). For, “the gun makes
Crusoe a MAN, since he owns it, and Friday a Native, since he is without it. Men are masters;
natives are servants. The gun, the object, assigns roles and definitions in the heraldic vision”
(Wynter, 1976, p. 87). The gun and violence are sanitized or de-emphasized from Western
history and consequently Euro-American modernity because of what Wynter refers to as “the
Western myth – the Myth of its own Immaculate Conception” (Wynter, 1976, p. 88; Trouillot,
2015). Crusoe can be depicted as the Man because he is civilized while Friday represents that
which is primitive or savage as the Indian. The former, the colonizer and the latter, the colonized
– human to non-human. Friday is thus mythologized as submitting to Crusoe, a human.
However, “without the gun there would have been two men. With the gun there is a master on
the one hand, servant on [the] other” (Wynter, 1976, p. 88). In similar fashion, as the gun made
Crusoe the (hu)man, not a “specialized skill or endowment”, the Western myth is that it
became a capitalist developed civilization because of its inherent virtue and foresight…
always overseen is the true explanation of its rise to world power – the X factor of its
relation to the New World Other, of its exploitation of Friday’s labour, and Friday’s
lands, of his dispossession of Friday from human being (Wynter, 1976, p. 88)
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which occurs because of objects. These objects facilitate violence and give man the power to
name other men, to dehumanize themselves in the process of dehumanizing others and to create a
lie, an ideological façade that attempts to historize this process through civilized vs. primitive
(Wynter, 1976, p. 88). As Wynter states,
the oversight of the Friday relation allows for a smooth evolution from Western
feudalism to Western capitalism, with the Western subject-feudal lords, bourgeoisie,
proletariat, always centrally subject. To conceal a relation the label FIRST/THIRD
WORLD with its sleight of hand then becomes the political/ideological parallel to
civilized/primitive (Wynter, 1976, p. 88).
In other words, to become human in a commodity-culture, which in the Western worldview is
inextricably linked to civilization or whiteness, the human itself is objectified and made possible
by an object – or in the term of nation and empires, objects. This is created by both the binary
opposition of the Other, non-human and the mystification of the gun. This mystification is
harmful because it attempts to reify notions of civilized and primitive, an ideological war in
which civilization won and brought modernity to the world through means beyond violence—
that as a culture the West won their rightful place as a civilized culture. Discourse on
Colonialism underscores how incorrect this is, noting how colonialization was not “human
contact, but relations of domination and submission” in which, there is, “force, brutality, cruelty,
sadism, conflict, and, in a parody of education, the hasty manufacture of a few thousand
subordinate functionaries… for smooth operation of business” (Césaire, 2001, p. 42). The
submission to the West was not a cultural one but rather a submission to the gun – which had the
presence of a God or total domination. Therefore, the non-Western is primitive, only as far as the
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Western labels them so and dispossess them from their culture through violence, naming them by
the gun.
Scholars like Césaire who discuss colonialism historically, emphasize the myth or
creation of America as exceptional, or a new state, despite its colonial European fundaments
(Wynter, 1976; Williams, 1984; Williams, 1994). The United States is framed as the face of the
new white global colonial empire. This coincides with the hegemonic culture of whiteness that is
not just European but Western – which explicitly includes America despite geographical
proximity. Césaire refers to this as “the American hour” of “the modern barbarian” which is
defined by “violence, excess, waste, mercantilism, bluff, conformism, stupidity, vulgarity,
disorder” (Césaire, 2001, p. 76). The American hour is a continuity of the previous colonial
European one. The greatest difference is the nature of colonial conquest which has become more
institutional and bureaucratic. That is not to say violence, or the gun magically vanishes as
America “likely has more [military] bases in foreign lands than any other people, nation, or
empire in history” (Vine, 2015, para. 4; Immerwahr, 2019). In 2021 it was reported by political
anthropologist David Vine that the United States “had around 750 bases in at least 80 countries”
(Hussein et al., 2021, para. 4). In addition, the United States tops the list globally of military
spending annually (Vine, 2015; Hussein et al., 2021). However, America’s colonial conquest is
facilitated significantly through financial institutions and international systems which expanded
because of the opening of the global market by the triangular trade. Césaire states,
American high finance considers that the time has come to raid every colony in the world
…some of you, disgusted with Europe, with all that hideous mess which you did not
witness by choice, are turning… towards America and getting used to looking upon that
country as a possible liberator (Césaire, 2001, p. 77).
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Césaire’s assertion and warning is alarming considering America’s historical legacy of chattel
slavery and persistent racism. However, the triangular trade created global interdependence
through economic violence and varying proximities to physical and racial violence. This
variation led victims of the legacy of colonialism and chattel slavery to differing forms of
identity crisis and means of re-asserting their humanity. An American global order is channeled
through financial impositions by international organizations such as the World Bank, World
Trade Organization, and the International Monetary Fund unless contact is made through war or
occupation post-colonialism. These financial institutions, who formally came to be post-WWII,
have been cited to continue the legacy of colonialism sans occupation – this is often referred to
as neo-colonialism (Nkrumah, 1971; Peet, 2010). Non-white nations, especially those within
sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean, were receptive to financial aid from America because of
their proximity to intimate forms of colonial violence and their economic straits which was
associated with European colonialism and imperialism – not American. This occurs because of
the discontinuity and disinheriting of empire that happens as America is posited as a new nation
through American exceptional narratives. This myth is reified through a global consensus as
colonized nations look towards America for help or an alternative to their European subjugation.
However, this does not occur for Black Americans who are a part of the nation’s history and
social fabric. For these people, there is a constant state of war and occupation, imposed by
America, that is both psychological and physical. This occurs forcefully as Black Americans are
made to pay towards psychological and public wages of whiteness at their own expense. In 2017,
the American Psychological Association (APA) published an article that compiled statistics of
the socioeconomic status of ethnic and racial minorities compared to their white counterparts
(APA, 2017). According to this report, “at each level of income or education, African-Americans
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have worse outcomes than Whites” (APA, 2017, para. 18). African Americans, according to the
APA, suffered from the highest rates of multidimensional poverty than their white and other
ethnic and racial counterparts (APA, 2017). Under American rule Black ‘citizens’ have been
subjected to violence such as lynching, police brutality, sexual assault and predatory loan
trapping that disproportionately affects them compared to their white counterparts. Unlike Black
people living outside of the United States, Black Americans have witnessed and experienced
dehumanization or the continued physical and psychological trauma of slavery and colonialism
under American rule (APA, 2017; Etoke, 2021, Coates, 2014).
Understanding the Human Along the Racial Lines of the United States
In Capitalism & Slavery, Eric Williams states, “a racial twist has thereby been given to what
is basically an economic phenomenon. Slavery was not born of racism: rather, racism was the
consequence of slavery” (Williams, 1994, p. 33). Racism and race relations have dominated
discourses surrounding inequality and inequity in America for decades. However, it has also
produced an obfuscation of the global and thus national economic phenomenon of capitalism.
According to Williams, “the origin of Negro slavery” was motived by economic not racial
reasons. Rather, the latter is a consequence of the former.
as compared with Indian and white labor, Negro slavery was eminently superior… the
features of the man… his ‘subhuman’ characteristics so widely pleaded, were only the
later rationalizations to justify a simple economic fact: that the colonies needed labor and
resorted to Negro labor because it was cheapest and best. This was not a theory… Africa
was nearer… than the more populous countries of India and China (Williams, 1994, p.
51).
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Williams substantiates this “economic fact” through a historical narrative of colonialism, slavery
and the triangular trade that includes the poor white farmer, which is missing from Desmond’s
The New York Times article on American capitalism (Williams, 1994, p. 50; Desmond, 2019).
Williams’ analysis of the poor white farmer maps out the contours of capitalism as a system that
creates and proliferates racism, racial violence, dehumanization and commodification, not the
reverse. The danger of reversing this argument is what Michel-Rolph Trouillot finds himself
entangled with in the beginning of Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History.
Trouillot states, “history is the fruit of power, but power itself is never so transparent that its
analysis becomes superfluous. The ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate
challenge, the exposition of its roots” (Trouillot, 2015, p. xi; Trouillot, 2015, p. xxiii). The
exposition of these roots is what connects writers like Césaire, Wynter, Williams and Trouillot.
More importantly it is what threads the outcome of the poor white farmer, former chattel slaves,
Black Americans, and the ninety-nine percent of Americans who are left to scramble over the
sixty percent left behind by the “richest 1 percent”, leaving “a larger share of working-age
[Americans] (18-65) … [living] in poverty” (Desmond, 2019, para. 2). If the triangular trade,
white conquest and therefore colonialism and slavery was the bed from which American
capitalism fostered, one must ask “what, fundamentally, is colonialization?” (Césaire, 2001, p.
32). Colonialization is the thingification of all that is material and immaterial within the grasp of,
“the adventurer and the pirate, the wholesale grocer and the ship owner, the gold digger and the
merchant, appetite and force” (Césaire, 2001, p. 33). This voracious appetite that is satiated
through a continuance of violence is an urgent issue for victims who have found themselves
precariously on the frontline to be devoured, however a solely racist capitalism is not sufficient
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in understanding this from an international perspective – of which, this appetite has globalized
the world rapidly.
Capitalism & Slavery argues racism is a consequence of slavery, the latter which is free labor
violently procured for economic gain. In it, Williams argues that the title with no specific
geographic modifier for capitalism is purposeful because “what was characteristic of British
capitalism was typical also of capitalism in France” and other colonial-imperial powers
(Williams, 1994, p. 305). However, racism and the race problem both complicates and
problematizes an American understanding of the economic imperatives that underpin their racist
capitalism. Williams dismantles this mystification by first rejecting the myth “that whites could
not stand the strain of manual labor in the climate of the New World and that, for this reason and
this reason alone, the European powers had recourse to Africans” (Williams, 1994, p. 51). To
this Williams explains that white laborers have historically worked in the hot climates such as
South Italy, Spain as well as in the Caribbean (Williams, 1994). American capitalism, a racist
capitalism, emerges from chattel slavery and thus, plantation logic which, “rationalizes and
naturalizes an existing social and economic order”, that will always create a race problem
(Williams, 1994, p. 53). Starting from the Americas to the colonies, poor white farmers were
pushed out because of sugar, tobacco, and cotton “[that] required the large plantation and hordes
of cheap labor” (Williams, 1994, p. 55). The race problem, or a romanticization of race and
identity, eclipses how, “a change in the economic structure produced a corresponding change in
the labor supply. The fundamental fact was ‘the creation of an inferior social and economic
organization of exploiters and exploited’” (Williams, 1994, p. 55). The race problem that was
created in the United States through colonialism, slavery and capitalism is important. However,
by focusing only on this problem one neglects to account for the role economics has in producing
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constructions of race and class as groups to profit from. William states, regarding the rise of the
big capitalist and plantations in the New World, “the victims were the Negroes in Africa and the
small white farmers. [For which] the increase for the few whites was as phenomenal as the
increase of misery for the many blacks” (Williams, 1994, p. 57). Not to diminish the Black
experience during colonial violence and slavery, William clearly states, “the Negro was slave for
life… … the servant could aspire… to a plot of land… the serf in Europe could therefore hope
for an early freedom in American which villenage could not afford” (Williams, 1994, p. 48).
This distinction between indentured servants and chattel slaves, amidst his later notes on the poor
white farmer is necessary and exemplary in understanding how to weave historical marginalized
narratives that do not succumb to a rigid white-Black binary. This analysis in particular questions
how Desmond refers to “Plantation entrepreneur” Thomas Affleck (Desmond, 2019, para. 15).
Desmond highlights Affleck’s text “Plantation Record and Account Book” which was, “a onestop-shop accounting manual, complete with rows and columns that tracked per-worker
productivity… people reduced to data points” (Desmond, 2019, para. 15). Desmond extrapolates
this onto how contemporary workers and businesses handle accounting and manage their
workers, through Orwellian means – which implicates Black and non-Black workers to
plantation economics or logic. What Desmond neglects to add is Thomas Affleck was born and
educated in Europe, specifically Scotland. Later, he immigrated to America and joined in
colonial conquest. Immigrants like Affleck, as Williams notes, problematize viewing American
capitalism as having roots distinct from Europe and therefore, European colonialism and the
triangular trade which causes individuals like Affleck to come to America. By recognizing this,
one can re-imagine how Desmond could analyze the ways the history of capitalism informs
Americans of their current financial straits of inequality and mass-wave of individuals living
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below the poverty line beyond their borders with majorly non-white populations (Desmond,
2019).
In “In order to understand the brutality of American capitalism, you have to start on the
plantation “, Desmond introduces the cotton gin as technology, “making it possible to clean as
much cotton as you could grow” which led to a “thirst for new farmland” because, “enslaved
workers grew more cotton than they could clean” (Desmond, 2019, para. 8). In retrospect,
Williams states, “when Whitney invented his cotton gin, it was confidently expected that cotton
would be produced by free labor on small farms” (Williams, 1994, p. 51). If the invention of the
cotton further brutalized chattel slavery, it was not solely based upon intentions of the inventor as
Williams suggests and Desmond omits. Instead, it was the voracious appetite, an economic
impulse, that underpinned how the cotton gin was to be used through “[the] social and economic
organization of exploiters and exploited” (Williams, 1994, p. 55). Racism in America has come
with the unmarking of whiteness and sanitizing of history that invokes American exceptional
narratives. They forget the European immigrants, fleeing from their straits to gain economic
privileges in a New World. It is in this New World, that these individuals relinquished their past
identities and histories. Then it is the myth of America and the rise of racist capitalism that
renders the poor white farmer invisible. For Black Americans the legacy of slavery is one that is
persistent, enduring and seemingly has no end in the United States. Thus, it often causes a
visceral response. This is due to the ability or privilege white Americans have in severing ties
with the poor white farmer, neglecting the intentions of Whitney’s cotton gin, and becoming
white in ways that is not quantified quite neatly by strictly eco-historical accounts Williams
gives. Desmond threads Black loss, suffering and pain into the current financial crisis in America
– in which the richest one percent own a disproportionate share of the wealth at the expense of
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non-white and white people. Black people, for the most part, find themselves in some form of
Black suffering that stems from colonialism, slavery, and capitalism. If they do not, racial
violence and mass media reminds them. Yet, for the average white American there is a severing
of the poor white farmer, the indentured servant, and the European serf. The brutality of
American capitalism cannot simply be understood as a race problem through an internationalist
perspective – it is a human one of which humanity itself was lost. Yet, the problem of race is
unique in America in ways that are best encapsulated by W. E. B. Du Bois in Black
Reconstruction in America 1860-1880 and James Baldwin’s “The Stranger in the Village”.
In From Columbus to Castro: The History of the Caribbean Eric Williams argues sugar
plantations were an integral part of the accumulation of wealth by Europe as well as, a space
where the limits of capitalism and free markets were expanded on a global scale, as never before.
The sugar industry which thrived in the Caribbean had a necessity for an immense labor force of
Black slaves, which were economically preferred to Indian slaves and white workers (Williams,
1994). The demand associated with these lucrative plantation industries such as sugar, expanded
the plantation as well as the population of chattel slaves or Black people within America and the
Americas. Williams states,
in 1645, before the introduction of the sugar economy, Barbados had 5,680 Negro slaves,
or more than three able-bodied white men to every slave. In 1667, after the introduction
of the sugar industry, the island, by one account, contained 82,023 slaves, or nearly ten
slaves to every white man fit to bear arms. By 1698 more accurate estimate of the popular
gave the figures as 2,330 white males and 42,000 slaves, or a ratio of more than eighteen
slaves to every white male (Williams, 1984, p. 136-7).
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This demographic phenomenon occurred across the Caribbean and thus, while colonial power
was white, these nations became widely Black which explains their trajectories towards
independence during the post-colonial period. In the Caribbean, those who were at the head of
plantations, policing and other forms of social, economic, and political institutions were mostly
white and European. However, they did not constitute the majority of the people and became an
elite few while, most of the white population remained across the Atlantic Ocean in Europe. This
was not the case in America where “only a little more than 300,000 captives, or 4-6 percent” of
African captives came to the colonies (Berry, 2017, para. 6). The majority of slaves “went to
Brazil, followed by the Caribbean” and “a significant number of enslaved Africans… in
America” were from the Caribbean (Berry, 2017, para. 6). The United States is a historically
white nation based on its demography which consists of a representation of the colonial era when
there was a mass migration of European immigrants to the colonies. This has distorted what
independence, freedom and disempowerment has been for the Black American slave and their
descendants who were constantly surrounded by whiteness in the most intimate way. In Black
Reconstruction in America 1860-1880, Du Bois states, “it is doubtful if there is another group of
twelve million people in the midst of a modern cultured land who are so widely inhibited and
mentally confined as the American Negro” (Du Bois, 1964, p. 703). The mental confinement and
violence used to inhibit the American Negro is a necessary means of maintaining the Blackwhite divide because as James Baldwin states in “The Stranger in the Village”,
Americans are as unlike any other white people in the world as it is possible to be… no
road whatever will lead Americans back to the simplicity of this European village where
white men still have the luxury of looking on me as a stranger… One of the things that
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distinguishes Americans from other people is that no other people has ever been so
deeply involved in the lives of black men, and vice versa (Baldwin, 1953, p. 10-1).
The problem of Blackness in America is the necessity for, “the American white man to find a
way of living with the Negro in order to be able to live with himself” because of their proximity
and the dilemma of citizenship post-Emancipation (Baldwin, 1953, p. 10). While the issue of
Blackness in America has ties to demography it also revisits arguments laid by Césaire and
Wynter, which highlights the continuity of colonial empire that exists between Europe and
America, producing the white (hu)Man and consequently the Other. Baldwin asserts that
American beliefs, ideologies, and worldviews “came from Europe”, rejecting American
exceptional narratives stating,
establishment of democracy on the American continent was scarcely as radical a break
with the past as was the necessity, which Americans faced, of broadening this concept to
include black men (Baldwin, 1953, p. 9).
Unlike Europe, whose mother country or majority white population existed and ruled through a
minimum number of white proxies in the colonies, America’s white population lived and existed
with Black slaves. Due to proximity, Europe’s Black colonial “possessions” represent no threat
to European myths and their identity (Baldwin, 1953). Primarily, in the past, Black people were
uniquely malleable abstractions for Europe to imagine, re-imagine or conceptualize (Baldwin,
1953). In retrospect Baldwin carves out the quintessential identity of the American Black slave
and their descendants stating,
he is unique among the black men of the world in that his past was taken from, almost
literally, at one blow… the enslavement of the captive black man who was to become the

34

American Negro, there was not the remotest possibility that he would ever take power
from his master’s hands. There was no reason to suppose that his situation would ever
change, nor was there, shortly, anything to indicate that his situation had ever been
different (Baldwin, 1953, p. 8).
In other words, the problem of blackness is unique in America in that, race takes on and is
purposed a certain currency or what Du Bois refers to in Black Reconstruction in America 18601880, as a wage (Du Bois, 1964). Due to this, race and racism cannot be quantified purely
through economics, and if it is, then one cannot quite understand the visceral response that
questions surrounding race cause in the United States. Du Bois states, “the white group of
laborers, while they received a low wage, were compensated in part by a sort of public and
psychological wage. They were given public deference and titles of courtesy because they were
white” (Du Bois, 1964, p. 700-1). For Americans, who had to contend with the poor white
farmers who came from Europe and could not join the ranks of the big capitalist or planter, as it
became a small group of elites and monopolized, as well as a population of newly ‘freed’ black
slaves, there could be no class solidarity nor a destabilization of their mythos. Thus, there was a
consistent wage to be paid of whiteness from Blacks. Baldwin asserts, America was in a peculiar
position in which Americans could not accept Black people within their immaculate myth of
conception and under white supremacy in which their civilization depended upon the notion that
white men are the creators of civilization… and are therefore civilization's guardians and
defenders… to accept the black man as one of themselves… was to jeopardize their status
as white men. But not to accept him was to deny his human reality, his human weight and
complexity, and the strain of denying the overwhelmingly undeniable forced Americans
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into rationalizations so fantastic that they approached the pathological (Baldwin, 1953, p.
10).
The denial of the human reality of Blackness because of proximity was not the same in Europe,
or elsewhere, as it was in America. This caused horrific yet intimate moments of racial violence,
lawlessness, and hypocrisy such as lynching in which,
the white group of laborers... were compensated... they were admitted freely with all
classes of white people to public functions, public parks, and the best schools... the Negro
was subject to public insult; was afraid of the mobs; was liable to the jibes of children
and the unreasoning fears of white women; and was compelled almost continuously to
submit to various badges of inferiority. The result of this was that the wages of both
classes could be kept low, the whites fearing to be supplanted by Negro labor, the
Negroes always being threatened by the substitution of white labor. Mob violence and
lynching were the inevitable result of the attitude of these two classes and for a time were
a sort of permissible Roman holiday for the entertainment of vicious whites (Du Bois,
1964, p. 701).
As Du Bois outlines, Black Americans post-Emancipation were subject to both institutional and
extra-legal violence. Furthermore, Du Bois is arguing here race and racism are persistent because
it maintains cross class solidarity at the expense of psychological trauma and violence to one
group – Black Americans. This cross class solidarity that is whiteness, allows for wages to stay
low for the average laborer and insulates the elites from relinquishing power – which in a
capitalistic modern society means giving up a portion of their capital.
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In Masterless Men: Poor Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum South by Keri Leigh
Merritt, Merritt details the increase and problem of masterless or poor white men in the South.
As the cost of slaves increased, the wealth of those already rich also increased and widened gaps
of inequality (Meritt, 2017). The wealthy slaveholders became part of the elite or master class
and this inequality led to a more pronounced differentiation in whiteness – based upon class
which the elite strove to deemphasize (Meritt, 2017). Merritt states,
… masters could not brutalize and control white laborers the same way they did with
enslaved blacks, and this fact troubled them greatly… not only did [the master class] need
more slaves to work their plantations, they also desired to reduce the numbers of troublesome
poor white workers who consistently served to undermine the South’s racial hierarchy
(Merritt, 2017, p. 91)
However, Merritt finds this was not only a Southern issue. In the North, free Blacks stood as
competition for the influx of poor white European immigrants, as the wage for Blacks in
America has consistently been set at the lowest possible. This made white labor and laborers a
nuisance economically and sewed seeds of resentment within them. However, the problem for
the elites, or white capitalist in America was glaring. If Blacks were to be treated poorly and
dehumanized to procure free or low wage labor based upon myths of inferiority, culture and race
then why were there to be poor white men excluded from what their race entitled them – a
superiority to Blacks? In “The Souls of White Folk” by Du Bois, he states “living is earning a
living” (Du Bois, 1987, p. 923). Quite literally, Blackness was debased in the United States
based on how they earned a living, or in this context a right to live, which was through chattel
slavery and low wage labor. While whiteness was framed within their myth of civilization that
allowed them to be the master race of all races. Once again, herein lies the problem, these
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notions are destabilized by the increase of white unemployment and the competition that poor
whites had to engage with Blacks for the same jobs. Thus, as Du Bois suggests in Black
Reconstruction in America 1860-1880, these whites were supplemented with a public and
psychological wage that tempered what could have possibly been class solidarity and rumblings
of revolution across the racial divide. This continued and was only exacerbated postEmancipation with the anxiety over Black citizenship. Even if a white man was unemployed or
paid the same wage for his labor as a Black man, he did not have to worry about being lynched,
mass incarceration and while not as nice as the master class, his children went to better schools
than that of Blacks (Du Bois, 1964).
The history of colonialism, slavery and capitalism in the United States is a contentious arena
of scholarship and mass media because it is a site of urgent topics that conceptualizes modern
understandings of the human and race, that at times become conflated and produce inequality
and inequity through racism. Colonialism, specifically white conquest, has conceptualized the
human as being inextricably linked to whiteness and consequently commodified and objectified
it simultaneously. In 2021, “The 1619 Project” was published as a book titled The 1619 Project:
A New Origin Story. Here, Desmond’s article was re-titled “Capitalism” with the content
remaining the same as his published article in The New York Times (Hannah-Jones, 2021). The
re-titling of this publication highlights the problem in Desmond’s choice to omit historical
narratives pertaining to American capitalism, which emerges from a global system of violence,
subjugation, and exploitation, that disturb common understandings of whiteness, humanity and
American exceptionalism as evidenced by writers like Williams, Wynter, Baldwin, Du Bois and
Césaire. By considering other historical narratives on American capitalism that reject EuroAmerican exceptional narratives, how can one understand past and present or persistent issues
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that are associated with capitalism and manifest in financial crisis – of which is irreducibly a
human crisis? Capitalism emerges from colonial enterprise with the propensity to commodify all
within its reach through objects of violence endowed with the power to name thus, creating race
and the human. By thinking of capitalism and colonialism through the triangular trade rather than
just American chattel slavery that began in the colonies, one can consider the international
magnitude and repercussions that are both racializing and dehumanizing. Considering the
triangular trade and the ways Black American descendants of chattel slavery from North
America and the Caribbean share a history of the sea and loss, mitigation of future harm should
be discoursed through an international framework that is sensitive to the particularities and
geopolitics of Blackness. American exceptional narratives that create a break and discontinuity
from Europe is a disinheriting of the losses incurred by Black Americans that have found their
ancestors violently (de)settled in the Americas and America.
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Capturing the Temporal Linear Dilemma of Blackness & Punishment through Angola
State Prison
The United States Shifts Towards “Tough on Crime”
The Lower Ninth Ward located in New Orleans, Louisiana is the homeplace and
birthplace for many Black Americans like social activist photographers Keith Calhoun and
Chandra McCormick. The Lower Ninth Ward is a realization of the contemporary framing of the
ghetto, as well as its etymology. The genealogy of the ghetto can be traced back to 1516 in
Venice, Italy where Venetians, “confined its Jewish population to a little island in the northern
part of the city known as the New Ghetto” (Schwartz, 2019). However, this term would later be
utilized by Hitler in the Holocaust as the confined site of mass violence and state-sanctioned
murder of Jewish citizens (Schwartz, 2019). Contemporarily, the term ghetto in the United States
is used to describe city areas that are underprivileged with a predominantly homogenous
minority population. Daniel B. Schwartz, author of Ghetto: The History of a Word states,
today, for many Americans, the word ‘ghetto’ conjures images of run-down and crimeridden African American segregated areas – ‘inner cities’, in a common euphemism. This
connotation is relatively recent; it has only become mainstream in the past 70 years or so
(Schwartz, 2019, para. 1).
While the origin of the ghetto is intimately tied to Jewish history, it is also now a visceral
experience for Black Americans, like Calhoun and McCormick, who inhabit areas like the Lower
Ninth Ward that are plagued by poverty, faulty infrastructure, isolation, and government inaction
that has only been exacerbated by natural disasters, most notably Hurricane Katrina which
occurred in 2005 (Schwartz, 2019; Taylor, 2015).
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Calhoun and McCormick were born in 1955 and 1957 respectively, which is less than a
century after the United States’ Congress passed the Thirteenth Amendment in which, “neither
slavery nor involuntary servitude… shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to
their jurisdiction” (Calhoun et al., n.d., U.S. Constitution, amend. 13, sec. 1). Despite attending
the same high school, it wasn’t until 1978 that Calhoun and McCormick formally met at
Calhoun’s portrait studio in New Orleans and subsequently married a few years later (Romig,
2010). The decade earlier would mark what many considered the end of the Civil Rights
Movement with the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968. Others who
adhere to a more progressive and linear temporality might cite the end point to be at the passing
of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The actual end point does not change that the following years
from the 1970s through the 1980s, Americans witnessed the unfulfilled dreams of the Civil
Rights Movement and moments of what critical race theorists would frame as retrenchment
(Crenshaw, 1988).
Beginning in the 1970s there was a judicial paradigm shift in the United States
concerning crime and the normative value of rehabilitation through the passing of pivotal crime
bills by Congress. These bills were the: Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention Control Act of
1970, [amended] Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, Omnibus District of
Columbia Crime Bill of 1970 Comprehensive Crime Control Act of 1984, Sentencing Reform
Act of 1984, Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 and Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988(CQ Almanac,
1969; CQ Almanac, 1990). If consolidated and summarized these bills are what is often
colloquially referred to as the codification of the United States stance as tough on crime.
However, a more nuanced interpretation finds these bills were the American penal systems
explicit signal that punishment and retribution rather than rehabilitation ought to be the primary
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approach to crime – and in some cases the singular (Greene, 2002; Lynch, 2011). This
corresponded with the rise of victim movements in the late 1970s and the crack epidemic which
began in the 1980s (Young et al., 2004). This ultimately led to the Federal Violent Crime Control
and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 that has defined the United States’ stance on crime and
punishment through the twenty-first century. However, it is hard to understand the significance
of this bill without revisiting prior bills. The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, “increased federal
funding for law enforcement and required harsher penalties in federal drug cases, including life
imprisonment… mandated a minimum sentence of 5 years without parole for possession of 5
grams of crack cocaine… imprisoning more people for nonviolent offenses” (Eisen, 2019, para.
11). Preceding this, the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 economically
incentivized the stance of tough on crime by creating more jobs in law enforcement through
“$400 million” of funding (Eisen, 2019, para. 10). Tough on crime policies often included
funding and the expansion of law enforcement and its institutions. Unsurprisingly then, the
Federal Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 “imposed tougher prison
sentences at the federal level and encouraged states to do the same” by providing funding for the
building of prisons, the employment of “100,000 more cops” and encouraging “more drugrelated arrests” (Lopez, 2019, para. 12). With federal funding being pushed into developing a
more complex, integrated, and wider national carceral system, states began to rapidly fill and
build prisons (Davis, 2011). As a nation monetarily preoccupied with crime and punishment,
other forms of social welfare programs with a focus on crime prevention were left under-funded
or not funded at all. However, this was not a concern as the Republican Party’s 1968 platform
states,
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lawlessness is crumbling the foundations of American society… we must re-establish the
principle that men are accountable for what they do, that criminals are responsible for
their crimes, that while the youth’s environment may help to explain the man’s crime, it
does not excuse that crime (Eisen, 2019, para. 10).
Despite an acknowledgement that crime has other societal implications that induce individuals to
commit crimes, the debate concerning funding programs to inhibit this became white noise
amidst the only answer to crime being punishment. The rest of these issues concerning crimes
were shifted to academics such as psychologists and sociologists to discourse.
On November 10, 1993, what would be the infamous 1994 crime bill was just a measure
laid before the Senate. On that day the head of the Senate’s Judiciary Committee proclaimed,
“the truth is… every major crime bill since 1976 that’s come out of this Congress, every minor
crime bill, has had the name of the Democratic senator from the State of Delaware: Joe Biden”
(Stolberg et al., 2019, para. 3). Biden would go on to become Vice President in 2009 to the first
Black President of America. Twelve years later, in 2021, Joe Biden became the forty-sixth
president of the United States alongside his vice president – the first woman and Black person to
hold that position. Biden’s history of being an active party and proponent of the tough on crime
bills would become a reoccurring point of apprehension for Black and liberal voters – his most
crucial voting bloc. So much so that during his presidential campaign in 2019, Biden gave a
speech on Martin Luther King Jr. Day in Washington at the National Action Networks’ Martin
Luther King Jr. breakfast stating,
you know I’ve been in this fight for a long time. It goes not just to voting rights. It goes to
the criminal justice system… I haven’t always been right. I know we haven’t always
gotten things right, but I’ve always tried (Haltiwanger, 2019, para. 3).
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At the same event Biden announced, “it was a big mistake that was made” regarding tough on
crime policies that disproportionately affected Black people by “creating different legal
standards for powdered cocaine and street crack cocaine” (Martin et al., 2019, para. 3). These
policies of heightened policing, criminalization and consequent federal funding led to the
nationally widespread mass imprisonment of Black people – especially effected were those
concentrated in ‘ghettoes’ within major American cities. Although, scholars and journalists have
debated whether Black people use crack cocaine more than their white counterparts, in the 1980s
the media portrayed drug addiction and crime related drug addiction as specific to Black people,
sensationalized by stories of “‘crack babies’ and violent ‘crackheads’” who were almost always
Black (EJI, 2019, para. 5; Bridges, 2020; Newkirk, 2017). This is a stark contrast to the Opioid
Epidemic where white people accounted for seventy-eight percent of those who overdosed
according to a study in 2017 (Bridges, 2020). The national response to this has been a shift in
attitudes towards rehabilitation rather than imprisonment and a de-stigmatization of drug
addiction. White addicts have been sympathetically portrayed in the media as a mother, father,
son, daughter, friend etc. – individuals to be integrated back into society with help (Lopez, 2019;
Bridges, 2020; Newkirk, 2017). According to Biden, during the War on Drugs, politicians were
informed by experts that crack and cocaine were “fundamentally” different and that with “crack,
you never go back” (Martin et al., 2019, para. 4). In that case, a generation was made forfeit, a
people stigmatized, and rehabilitation was out of the question – the only answer was prison.
There was possibly nowhere more (de)settled by tough on crime legislation than
Louisiana. According to the Sentencing Project, Louisiana has the highest incarceration rate in
the United States and much of the world “with 680 per 100,000 residents [imprisoned]… that’s
more than Rwanda (511), more than Cuba (510), more than Russia and Nicaragua put together”
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(Ballard, 2021, para. 4). During the height of the tough on crime era, Louisiana’s prison
population rapidly increased and with that came the expansion of policing and prisons which
effected already vulnerable communities.
One in 86 adult Louisianians is doing time, nearly double the national average. Among
black men from New Orleans, one in 14 is behind bars; one in seven is either in prison,
on parole or on probation (Chang, 2012, para. 7)
Louisiana has one of the highest rates of prisoners serving life without parole, only behind three
other states: Florida, Pennsylvania, and California (Skene, 2021). Among those states, Louisiana
has the highest percentage of Black prisoners serving life in prison with no parole – this
population accounts for seventy three percent (Skene, 2021). To further contextualize the
disproportion of this one must consider that the United States Census of 2021 reported that
Louisiana’s racial demographic consists of “32.8%” Black people and “62.8%” white people
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). Louisiana’s tough on crime stance has created a peculiar justice and
consequent prison system. Not in terms of its brutality or even just its racial component but,
“despite locking up more people for longer periods than any other state, Louisiana has one of the
highest rates of both violent and property crimes” (Chang, 2012, para. 13). According to data
compiled by Louisianans for Prison Alternatives (LPA), prisons have not aided in the reduction
of crime and a significant number of prisoners are drug abusers. The LPA is a
diverse statewide coalition of organizers committed to reducing Louisiana’s
imprisonment rate. LPA sees an urgent need for the Louisiana Legislature to pass
comprehensive criminal justice reform legislation to make our system more just,
accountable and transparent to all Louisianans (LPA, 2017, para. 13)
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On their “‘Tough on Crime’ Wasted Money and Didn’t Keep Us Safer: It’s Time to End Mass
Incarceration in Louisiana” Fact Sheet, the LPA begins by identifying the problem as the state’s
mass incarceration having a negative correlation to crime rather than the opposite, as purported
to be the point of tough on crime legislation. Due to its failure to significantly “improve public
safety” it is a “waste [of] taxpayer dollars” (LPA, 2017, para. 2). After identifying the problem
the facts are laid out as followed: (1) despite high incarceration rates of “1.5 to 3 times that of its
neighbors” Louisiana’s crime rate is, “similar to that of neighboring states” (2) “Louisiana’s
imprisonment rate has more than quadrupled in the last 40 years… in 1978, 179 of every 100,000
Louisiana residents were imprisoned… in 2014 [it was 816]” while the crime index fell more
than forty percent over the last two decades (3) high incarceration rates also mean high tax payer
dollars towards it, “Louisiana spends more than $625 million per year on corrections, the third
largest expense behind education and healthcare” (4) “the vast majority (86%) of people sent to
prison in Louisiana have a nonviolent primary offense” and “13% of Louisiana’s prisoners are
diagnosed with a serious mental illness and 70% with a substance abuse disorder… [despite this
Louisiana] mental health and psychiatric facilities have seen a sharp reduction in the number of
patients treated” (LPA, 2017, para. 3-10).
These facts are a consequence of tough on crime bills that criminalize people, render
them non-salvageable and dissuade policies towards rehabilitation and prevention tied to better
socioeconomic opportunities. Due to this the LPA proposes these solutions: (1) “implement
smart sentencing reforms to make sentences proportional to offenses”, (2) “improve reentry and
supervision programs” and (3) “promote alternatives to prison” (LPA, 2017, para. 11). In their
concluding paragraph, the LPA highlights how states who have reduced incarceration rates,
“…most saw a 13% reduction in crime rates between 2008 and 2013” while, states like
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Louisiana with the largest increases in incarceration only saw, “an 8% reduction in crime” (LPA,
2017, para. 12). In 2017, Democratic Louisiana Governor, John Bel Edwards, “signed the most
comprehensive criminal justice reform in state history” (Pew, 2018, para. 1). This reform
consisted of ten bills that aimed at reducing Louisiana’s high prison population and cut taxpayer
spending towards it (Pew, 2018). Edwards had promised that by the end of his term, “Louisiana
would not have the highest incarceration rate in this nation” and by the summer of 2018 the
promise was briefly fulfilled with Louisiana’s incarceration rate behind Oklahoma before
reforms from the latter would flip the position once again. Edwards’ reform bill had decreased
incarceration by six percent overall (Webster, 2020).
over 10 years, the reforms are projected to reduce the prison and community supervision
populations by 10 and 12 percent, respectively. Lawmakers also committed to reinvest 70
percent of the estimated $262 million savings in local programs that reduce reoffending
and support crime victims (Pew, 2018, para. 1).
However, this bill had no effect on the prison population serving life without parole who are
majorly Black and “unlike most states, Louisiana prohibits inmates from challenging their
convictions on either [draconian sentencing standards or ineffective counsel]”, despite experts
indicating that as being the primary reason for the high rate of “lifers” (Webster, 2020, para. 1).
According to the Sentencing Project, Louisiana’s population of inmates serving life in prison
accounts for nearly 4,700 people who are predominantly Black – this “more than Alabama,
Arkansas, Mississippi and Texas combined” (Webster, 2020, para. 1).
Prison reform, or a project that strives to comprehensively acknowledge and address the
United States mass incarceration issue that manifests violently in states like Louisiana is not only
concerned with non-violent crimes or the mentally ill. It also must address the lifer population,
47

who are imprisoned for violent crimes as well. This is possibly one of the biggest critiques
against Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of
Colorblindness which popularized a certain story of mass incarceration and shaped the trajectory
of what Americans ought to envision as reform. A decade after The New Jim Crow was
published, Locked In: The True Causes of Mass Incarceration and how to Achieve Real Reform
by John F. Pfaff was published in 2017. Alexander’s work is pivotal in understanding the effects
and history of the tough on crime bills, War on Drugs, and certain aspects of retrenchment postEmancipation and through the Civil Rights Movement, and the urgency of prison reform
concerning non-violent offenders, especially those related to drugs. However, Pfaff addresses
what one is left with after that. Locked In shifts the readers focus away from the federal War on
Drugs and shines a light upon convictions of violent crime and state action towards it, which is a
focal, and possibly uncomfortable part of mass incarceration. Pfaff states, “only about 16 percent
of state prisoners are serving time on drug charges – and… perhaps only around 5 or 6 percent of
that group, are both low level and nonviolent” (Lopez, 2017, para. 14). Yet, “more than half of
all people in state prisons have been convicted of a violent crime” (Lopez, 2017, para. 14).
Therefore, as Pfaff suggests, “if the goal is real decarceration… it is time to shift focus to the
much broader, much more confounding issues that keep us locked into our current predicament”
(Lopez, 2017, para. 8). While the federal government’s tough on crime bills and War on Drugs
were of normative value and virtue signaling to states, there are other issues to be discoursed that
have led to mass incarceration and the racialization of crime and punishment in America. This is
nowhere more evident than in Louisiana.
The magnitude of Louisiana’s, majorly Black, lifer population “is driven largely by its
approach to second-degree murder” which drastically changed in the 1970s (Webster, 2020,
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para. 9). Those convicted of second degree murder, “which is defined by the absence of
premeditation”, account for “more than 50 percent of Louisiana lifers” (Webster, 2020, para. 910). This occurs because in Louisiana, people convicted of second-degree murder are
automatically sentenced to life without parole (Webster, 2020). Prior to 1972, a life sentence in
Louisiana was eligible for parole after “10 years and six months” (Webster, 2020, para. 11).
However, when the Supreme Court “struck down the death penalty” in 1972 legislators “pushed
back eligibility to 20 years then 40 years until abolishing it altogether in 1979” (Webster, 2020,
para. 11). In 2020 it was reported that Louisiana has “nearly three times the number of people
serving life without parole than its entire prison population in 1970” (Webster, 2020, para. 13). A
Louisiana State University study of offenders found that “offenders who have served decades in
prison and were released by parson … the recidivism rate was… zero for those convicted of
second-degree murder and 2 percent for those convicted of first-degree murder” (Webster, 2020,
para. 14). Despite this, law enforcement, which includes associations for district attorneys and
sheriffs, have opposed consideration by legislators for criminal reform that proposed parole for
lifers who “have served 30 years and are at least 50 years old” (Webster, 2020, para. 15).
Seventy-three percent of those serving life in prison in Louisiana are Black and over eighty
percent are men over the age of 40 (Simerman, 2021; Skene 2021). This has become a racialeconomic crisis bounded in an “older and more sickly [lifer] population” who can neither work
nor be put to death and thus, requires more tax dollars (Webster, 2020, para. 13). The only other
state with this sentencing policy is Pennsylvania – which has the second highest rate of people
serving life without parole (Melamed, 2018; Micek, 2021). In terms of serving life in
Pennsylvania due to second-degree murder, Black people are 21.2% more likely than their white
counterparts (Melamed, 2018; Micek, 2021). In Locked In, Pfaff makes it clear that mass
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incarceration involves “a whole host of prison systems down to the local and state level” and
rather than just the federal government and police who are often symbolic of mass incarceration
Pfaff highlights prosecutors and others who remain out of the spotlight (Lopez, 2017, para. 5).
As exemplified by Louisiana’s lifers and violent crime dilemma, that persists after prison reform,
mass incarceration is a complex system that requires a more nuanced approach. However, a
component of mass incarceration that authors like Alexander, Pfaff and activists underscore is
the ways it is racialized. In other words, how high rates of incarceration have been both
materially and immaterially made Black or to disproportionately effect Black people.
The Racialization of Mass Incarceration
Shortly after becoming married, Keith Calhoun and Chandra McCormick began
“documenting Louisiana and its people” through art, specifically photography (Calhoun et al.,
n.d., para. 1). Like other parts of the South, Calhoun and McCormick captured the remnants of
inextricable links of chattel slavery that existed through music, work, and technology in
Louisiana. They photographed the Tremé, “last sugar cane workers”, sweet potato harvesting and
the cotton gin amongst other things (Calhoun et al., n.d., para. 2). In the early 1980s the couple
began one of their most notable bodies of work called, Slavery: The Prison Industrial Complex
(Calhoun et al., n.d.). Calhoun and McCormick describe this exhibit as,
an ongoing series of photographs that chronicles African-American life within the
Louisiana prison system… which began in the 1980s, probes the hidden realities of the
state prison system and depicts scenes of forced labor, humble art fairs, spectacular
rodeos and somber familial visits all set within the prison walls. These striking
photographs provide a personal glimpse into the experiences of the incarcerated and the
communities that are closely affected (Calhoun et al., n.d., Para. 1).
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The purpose of this work for Calhoun and McCormick was to, “shed light on the ‘criminal
justice’ system, of forced labor under the guns of white men on horseback (see figure 1), in
Louisiana’s Angola state prison… [to restore] visibility and humanity to a population often
forgotten by the public at large” (see figure 2) (Calhoun et al., n.d., para. 3). Through the lens of
a camera, photographers Calhoun and McCormick sought to depict the manifestation of the
legacy of chattel slavery, the ghetto and the tough on crime bills as though they all collapse into
one temporality, the present, while simultaneously existing in others – the past.
Calhoun and McCormick chose to compose all their photos in Slavery: The Prison Industrial
Complex in black and white. These photos that emerge from their work in Louisiana’s Angola
State Prison evoke an uncomfortable sense of nostalgia, while removing any distractions that
come from colored photography. The antiquity of the color composition contrasts vividly with
the reminiscent arrangement of racialized power dynamics during American chattel slavery,
while highlighting a peculiarity in the modern form of clothing (see figure 3). The argument
here, is not a question of the other side of the lens. Instead, it is an interrogation of what it means
for individuals like Calhoun and McCormick to witness the temporal disruption of progress and
linearity as they gaze upon sites such as the ghetto and prison. Angola State Prison has become a
site where discourse on the historical legacy of chattel slavery that persists and is dispersed
through the conditions of the ghetto, on inequality in labor and the lost dreams of the Civil
Rights Movement can be had.
The Thirteenth Amendment is often criticized for its paradoxical language regarding the
abolition of slavery (Alexander, 2020; Jarvis, 2004; Davis, 2011; Pope, 2019). This is contrasted
to the specificity outlined in laws such as the Three-Fifths Compromise which codified the dehumanization of slaves, while regulating their value as political property (Frunkin, 2012). The
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Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery, simultaneously became subservient to this
notion by codifying the allowance of slavery and involuntary servitude as, “a punishment for
crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted” (U.S. Constitution, amend. 13, sec. 1).
In other words, “once convicted of a crime, a person could be sold into slavery for life or leased
for a term at the discretion of state legislatures and officials” (Pope, 2019, p. 1553). In “From
Slavery to Mass Incarceration: Rethinking the ‘Race Question’ in the US”, American sociologist,
Loïc Wacquant argued that imprisonment, which has shaped into mass incarceration in the
modern U.S. penal system, is the convergence of three other “‘peculiar institutions’ [which
historically] have successively operated to define, confine, and control African-Americans”
(Wacquant, 2017, p. 41). Therefore, to think of the prison and mass incarceration is to also
question (1) chattel slavery, (2) the Jim Crow system and (3) the ghetto.
Barack Obama was elected the first African-American president of the U.S. in 2008. Four
years later, Invisible Men: Mass Incarceration and the Myth of Black Progress by American
sociologist Becky Petit was published. Invisible Men argues that mass incarceration is not only a
national issue but a racialized one as well (Petit, 2012). According to the World Prison Brief, the
U.S. has the highest population of prisoners and incarceration rate worldwide (World Prison
Brief, 2022). However, a breakdown of these statistics, which is what Petit does in Invisible Men,
reveal that African-Americans, especially men, are incarcerated at a disproportionate rate to their
white counterparts (Petit, 2012). In 2018 a Pew Research study found that there were “2,272
inmates per 100,000 black men” (Gramlich, 2020, para. 5). In contrast, there were “392 inmates
per 100,000 white men” (Gramlich, 2020, para. 5). Thus, Black men were almost six times more
likely than White men to be incarcerated. According to authors like Michelle Alexander in The
New Jim Crow, the U.S.’ racialized mass incarceration dilemma is precipitated by the tough on
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crime bills that were passed after the Civil Rights Movement (1970s) and through the 1990s
(Alexander, 2020). This was exacerbated by the War on Drugs declared by former President
Richard Nixon in 1971 and the subsequent Crack Epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s. The War on
Drugs was enacted through President Nixon’s assertion that drug abuse was public enemy
number one (Friedersdor, 2011). Despite studies in 1980 showing “whites were about 45 percent
more likely than black to sell drugs”, since the War on Drugs and throughout the 1980s and
1990s, “blacks [have consistently] and remain far more likely than whites to be arrested for
selling drugs… or possessing drugs” (Ingraham, 2014, para. 3; Rothwell, 2014, para. 4).
According to the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report:
Prevalence of Imprisonment in the U.S. Population, 1974-2001”, “an estimated one-third of
black male Americans will do time in state or federal prison at some point in their lifetime –
more than double the rate from the 1970s and over five times higher than the rate for white
males” (Rothwell, 2014, para. 2). These individuals account for a portion of the invisible men
within Petit’s literature and that which social activists like Calhoun and McCormick wish to
capture in black and white. The problematic nature of their invisibility is not only a matter of
dislocation, humiliation, and shame but,
when data exclude[s] the most disadvantaged segments of the population, they show a
decline in the race gap in high school dropout rates, modest employment gains for blacks,
wage increases among blacks with the lowest levels of education, and increases in voter
turn out (Mascarenhas, 2012, para. 5)
This disrupts what American philosopher, Meghan Burke conceptualizes as the colonial-linear
project which creates a definite past, present, future through the lens or narrative drive of
progress (Burke, 2020).
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Angela Davis poses two significant questions in her book Are Prisons Obsolete?: “are
prisons racist institutions? Is racism so deeply entrenched in the institution of the prison that it is
not possible to eliminate one without eliminating the other?” (Davis, 2011, p. 26). These
questions disturb the temporal reality of prisons by questioning if racism, which is the brutal and
theoretical facilitation of codified violence through slavery, is baked within a modern institution
that exists post-Emancipation, Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment. In Cruel and Unusual:
Punishment and U.S. Culture, Brian Jarvis answers Davis’ questions with a resounding yes. In
chapter four of Cruel and Unusual, titled “Punishment, Resistance and the African American
Experience” Jarvis places a historically nuanced lens upon the aftermath of the abolition of
chattel slavery in the United States. By interrogating laws, policies and social norms that
emerged after the Thirteenth Amendment, which formally abolished chattel slavery, Jarvis
uncovers how the plantation was extrapolated onto new terrains to further brutalize, racialize,
and dehumanize the same subjects. Jarvis states, “the Thirteenth Amendment… [laid] the legal
groundwork for new forms of penal slavery” (Jarvis, 2004, p. 92). Here, Jarvis is alluding to the
crux of his argument in this section – how chattel slavery was reproduced and maintained
through a re-imagination that regulated former slaves, and now black citizens to be synonymous
with poverty and criminality which simultaneously rescinded the same citizenship codified to
them. Jarvis outlines how the American carceral state continued the subjugation of black bodies
through the specific codified and socially accepted imprisonment of these individuals (i.e., the
Black Codes, Jim Crow, etc.). Jarvis interrogates popularly proposed similarities of Black slaves
to Black prisoners post-Emancipation to juxtapose the varying brutalities of “free” or low wage
labor and productivity that is sought through violence and legally justified. The Black slave and
Black prisoner are similar in phenotype and forced in many cases to do the same forms of labor
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yet differ greatly. Jarvis states, “the value of black prisoners sometimes did not end with their
death… [they] were sold to the Medical School… the conditions that translated prison sentences
into death sentences make this arguably the most brutal punishment regime in American history”
(Jarvis, 2004, p. 95). The Black slave unlike the Black prisoner, was at their highest value living.
The former was the private property of an individual. While the latter was state property and
significantly depreciated in value. This integral differentiation ushered in a new age of racialized
violence and torture that coincided with heightened levels of surveillance and biopolitics. There
is nowhere this is more evident than Louisiana State Penitentiary, often referred to as Angola
State Prison.
What is in a Name: The Temporal Dilemma of Angola State Prison
Louisiana State Penitentiary is referred to as Angola because it was the name of the slave
plantation it once was. In addition, the slave plantation was named after the Southern African
country of which most of the slaves were brought in as chattel (Angola Museum, Childs, 2015).
After the Civil War, in 1870, the Angola plantation became a private prison awarded to be leased
by Confederate Major Samuel James (Angola Museum, 2021; Childs, 2015). Under the caveat of
the Thirteenth Amendment that legalized slavery and involuntary servitude for prisoners, Major
James capitalized on this without regard for the conditions or lives of his prisoners. Unlike
slavery, as Jarvis notes in Cruel and Unusual, the value of Black bodies and life was reduced. In
accordance, Major James who incarcerated, “almost entirely African American men and boys”
subjected them to harsh working conditions and torture with accounts that thousands of African
Americans died during his leasing tenure – a remarkably higher number than that of the chattel
slaves on the Angola plantations (Shelburne, 2020, para. 19; Angola Museum, 2021; Childs,
2015). This sparked immense social outrage and in 1886 the Prison Reform Association in New
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Orleans was formed. Over a decade later, the 1898 Constitution of the State of Louisiana stated,
“no convict sentenced to the State penitentiary shall ever be leased” which was, “effective at the
end of the James Lease” (Angola Museum, 2021 para. 7). For the next few decades, Angola State
Prison would continue an infamous reputation for brutality that did not end with Major James. In
1954 Collier Magazine referred to Angola State Prison as “America’s worst prison” (Hustmyre,
2004, para. 1). Dennis Childs conceptualizes Angola State Prison as the birth of the modern slave
plantation in Slaves of the State: Black Incarceration from the Chain Gang to the Penitentiary
(Childs, 2015). Despite the racialization of mass incarceration that is endemic of most American
prisons, Angola State Prison is unique because of, as Child suggests, its temporal disturbance as
a prison-plantation.
Each year inmates at Angola State Prison raise about four million pounds of crops which
include: corn, wheat, soybeans and cotton (Prison Enterprises, 2019). In 2018, American
journalist Bryce Covert interviewed inmates from Angola State Prison after a strike by prisoners,
stemming from excessive violence and inhumane work conditions. Covert reported from his
interviews, “work at Angola is grueling… the prisoners spend long hours during manual labor –
such as fieldwork harvesting produce – that requires a lot of bending down in the hot sun.
Prisoners complain of a lack of water to keep them hydrated” (Covert et al., 2018, para. 7). This
is echoed by Childs in the third chapter of Slaves of the State titled, “Angola Penitentiary: The
Once and Future Slave Plantation”, where he visits Angola State Prison and finds himself
imagining the majorly Black prison population, phenotypically like him are “bent at the waist,
picking cotton, soybeans, and corn under armed guards on horseback, toiling as ‘two-cent men’
in the same fields in which black prisoners have been slaving for well over two centuries”, as
Childs gazes upon the former, “eighteen-thousand-acre slave plantation” (Childs, 2015, p. 94).
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While, inherently different, as Childs is conducting an ethnography and is not a prisoner, his
response underscores the psychological component of punishment through the modern prison
plantation that according to Ron, “a prisoner and member of Decarcerate Louisiana” is “modernday slavery” (Covert et al., 2018, para. 2). The act of picking crops is both an action of physical
and psychological torment within a socio-historical context that is specific to Black prisoners.
If Angola State Prison represents “modern-day slavery” then the ghetto is symbolic of subSaharan Africa during the slave trade era where in places like Angola, individuals were torn from
their homes, families, communities and brought to the Americas. As Childs notes, the way to
Angola State Prison is, “a road designated most often for young criminally branded black men
from places like the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans” (Childs, 2015, p. 94). Communities,
like the Lower Ninth Ward, which are often referred to pejoratively as ghettoes, are a pipeline to
Angola State Prison for its inhabitants who are majorly Black. These communities were at once
fragmented by the War on Drugs then torn apart by the Crack Epidemic. This is heightened in
Louisiana as it has some of the strictest criminal law in the U.S., resulting in it having the highest
incarceration rate worldwide (Chang, 2012). Louisiana is “the only state that automatically
sentences murderers to life without parole” and where “more than 300 people serving life
without parole in Louisiana have never been convicted of a violent crime” (Chang, 2012, para. 78). Angola State Prison is laden with gruesome stories from Major James to their electric chair
dubbed Gruesome Gertie by death row inmates which continued to be in-use despite its
inefficiency until 1991 (Angola Museum, 2021). However, its brutality, like chattel slavery,
coincides with profit. According to Loyola University Law Professor, Andrea Armstrong, “profit
– and not rehabilitation, retribution, or deterrence – become the guiding penological goal of
Louisiana State Penitentiary… which led to ‘a profit oriented policy that closely mirrored
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slavery’” (Covert et al., 2018, para. 15). Many who work, visit, and are imprisoned in Angola
State Prison remark that it “still has the look and feel of the former plantation, with rows of crops
tended by the prisoners. Burl Cain, who was warden until 2016, even noted that it’s ‘like a big
plantation in days gone by’” (Covert et al., 2018, para. 15). American chattel slavery was a
disruption of the temporal reality and dislocation of the slave, and by force, their freedom and
home. The very nature of chattel slavery, which distinguishes it from other forms of
enslavement, is its generational forced confinement. Therefore, Black chattel slavery, forged a
collective and generational identity based solely upon violence. These individuals were
dehumanized through the brutality of the triangular trade then forced to give birth, work, and die
on the plantations they and their ancestors tirelessly worked on. Places like Angola, in subSaharan Africa, where their ancestors once came from was no longer a past they could relate to
because of the discontinuity and dislocation caused by the triangular trade and chattel slavery.
For these individuals, after generations of violence and domination, a past of being free was
effectively erased. The plantation, not Angola, is the depository of a painful past for many Black
Americans – that they re-live on the prison plantation of Angola State Prison as they bend in the
hot sun to pick cotton under the white gaze, which is now uniformed. At the end of these two
seemingly different eras is the production of an immense number of crops which equates to
economic benefits to the state once again at the expense of the integrity and humanity of another.
In addition, both the slave and the Black prisoner converge in a past that is violently imposed on
them. Therefore, what Calhoun and McCormick capture in their photography series Slavery: The
Industrial Complex is not simply a restoration of visibility and humanity to the prisoner. The
prisoner is not just anyone but a part of Calhoun and McCormick’s community that represents
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and becomes a constant reminder of how the past exists painfully in the present. Racialized mass
incarceration is the physical and linear dislocation of Black Americans in the present.
Racializing Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison by Michel Foucault
There is no piece of literature regarding the modern prison as renowned or cited as Michel
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. In Angela Davis’ “Racialized
Punishment and Prison Abolition” she states, “Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish is
arguably the most influential text in contemporary studies of the prison system” (Davis, 2006, p.
360). Foucault’s revolutionary work is summarized by Davis as an explanation for, “the
production of manipulable bodies within the context of a panoptic carceral network that reaches
far beyond the prison” (Davis, 2006, p. 360). However, as Davis highlights in her section,
Foucault neglects to mention the role of race (Davis, 2006). Thus, a literature esteemed in such a
high regard as conceptualizing the modern prison is silent on the historical driver of modernity
and modern capital – racialized violence and the profits it procured.
Race and consequently racism has played a significant role in U.S. history through chattel
slavery which is a consequence of European colonial conquest that, through the triangular trade,
forcefully brought chattel slaves to the Americas then to the colonies. The modern American
penal system is often discoursed through the lens of crime, punishment, and class (pertaining to
access to lawyers, probation, cash bail system, etc.). In Discipline & Punish, Foucault extends
this lens to control and surveillance beyond the prison. However, according to Davis this is not
enough because crime, punishment, control, surveillance, class, gender, and race belong to the
story of the modern prison (Davis, 2006; Foucault, 1995). Influential texts like Foucault’s are
useful but when they become the authority of conceiving the modern prison they silence and
make invisible the racialization of mass incarceration. Authors like Angela Davis, Brian Jarvis,
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Becky Petit, Michelle Alexander, John Pfaff, and Dennis Childs among a plethora of others give
theoretical credence to that which Calhoun and McCormick capture through their lens at Angola
State Prison in New Orleans, Louisiana.
The United States carceral regime has been threaded by numerous scholars to the plantations
of chattel slavery. This suggests a continuity of brutality, violence and surveillance that
continues to particularly stigmatize Black individuals. Prisons like Angola State Prison disrupts
the colonial-linear notion of time as the plantation continues to exist in one sense, as a national
racialized mass incarceration project and in another, a prison plantation – of which Angola State
Prison is part of both. By studying prisons in which a majorly Black population finds itself
picking cotton once again in the South, writers can expand on canonical theories of the modern
prison that are rooted in the Foucauldian tradition. If Black prisoners, who disproportionately
come from ghettos like the Lower Ninth Ward are an intimate revelation of the past, then it is the
reconciliation of these individuals within a linear progressive time-line that recovers the “modern
soul” that was never rendered (Foucault, 1995). By revealing ways mass incarceration is
racialized, what is captured is not the inhumanity of the prisoner but that of a history that encases
the Black struggle in black and white.
Identity & The Socio-Historical Role of Prisons & Racialized Mass Incarceration
Literature regarding the dilemmas of modern prison often suggest either a form of reform or
abolition. These suggestions are principled upon the title of Angela Davis book, questioning: are
prisons obsolete? While scholars may find a multitude of answers to that question in various
disciplines – the nature of prisons is a socio-historical one. The modern prison is inextricably
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linked to colonialism, chattel slavery, power, class, race, humanism, and gender1. These sociohistorical means of categorizing through control is an ailment of modernity that is forgetful.
American photographers Keith Calhoun and Chandra McCormick were born less than a century
after the abolition of slavery. In other words, Calhoun and McCormick only have at most two
generations between themselves and chattel slavery. The couple, find themselves born into the
ghetto that is the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, Louisiana which would come to be forever
changed by the War on Drugs, Crack Epidemic and mass incarceration ushered in by the tough
on crimes bills and policies on the federal and state level. The Lower Ninth Ward, like many
ghettoes across the nation, were pipelines to prison. The harsh reality for witnesses like Calhoun
and McCormick interrogated the ways in which they gazed upon and captured the society of
which they came to exist in. These events are a catalyst for The Violent Crime Control Act and
law Enforcement Act of 1994 – which economically incentivized states and localities to build
more jails and prison, increase the length of prison sentences and reduce the possibility of early
release (Cusick et al., 2021). According to sociologist Loïc Wacquant,
a comparative and historical sociology of the reserved Jewish quarters in the cities of
Renaissance Europe and of America… in the twentieth century reveals that a ghetto is
essentially a sociospatial device that enables a dominant status group… to ostracize and
exploit a subordinate group… it is a relation of ethnoracial control and closure built out of…

1

Gender is a worthwhile, and somewhat neglected, area of study in thinking of racialized mass incarceration.
Although, not explored in this paper, it is a critical component of ethnoracial control. Mass incarceration and
policing, specifically police brutality has largely been framed around Black men (Ritchie et al., 2017; Ritchie et al.,
2017). However, women, in particular Black and Queer, are an often invisible class of individuals who suffer from
psychological, physical, and sexual violence in prisons, by the police and institutions meant to aid and empower
them in seeking justice (Waldman et al., 2017; Mogul et al., 2012).
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stigma… constraint… territorial confinement; and… institutional encasement (Wacquant,
2017, p. 48-50).
Thus, by racializing mass incarceration, the prison industrial complex is extended to the ghetto
while temporally tied to a history of exclusion and dehumanization from the Jewish New Ghetto
to chattel slavery (Scwartz, 2019, Wacquant, 2017). The plantation, ghetto and prison are not
only temporally disruptive but spatially as well. They operate as what Wacquant terms an
ethnoracial prison. Black Americans post-Emancipation, Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment
continued to exist in not only a non-linear reality but in a different spatial reality as their white
counterparts as well. Wacquant states, “lower-class African-Americans now dwell, not in a
society with prisons as their white compatriots do, but in the first genuine prison society in
history” (Wacquant, 2017, p. 60). However, this is not the first time that historically Black
Americans occupy a quintessential position of victimhood and powerlessness. American chattel
slavery was a unique kind of racialized slavery in which individuals were owned by humans as
chattels. This ownership would spawn on for generations as the sons and daughters of slaves
were also slaves. Racialized mass incarceration is another enthnoracial prison that subjects Black
people, predominantly those from the ghetto, to a continued legacy of a generational
confinement or lack of freedom. Prisons disturb families at the most intimate level and disrupt
whole communities like the Lower Ninth Ward. For this reason, Angola State Prison elicits such
a visceral response from both observer and prisoner, as it serves as a site of displacement and
historical trauma. Calhoun states,
with Angola, like half of the people that grew up in New Orleans have some family
member in the prison. Angola is an enterprise… Angola has over 6,000 inmates and it’s a
whole town of its own, surviving off the inmate population… they not taking nobody
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unless you got a long sentence… the cotton gin is all automated now. But in Angola,
that’s the only place where you see physical work (Okun, 2019, para. 20).
Angola State Prison is not filled with just criminals or prisoners. It is an institution that confines
or more accurately separates families. Mass incarceration places a financial burden and social
strain upon the family of those incarcerated through the loss of “income, assistance with child
care, and bear expenses related to supporting and maintaining contact with incarcerated family
members” (Roberts, 2004, p. 1282). Much of this burden is felt by women who are the primary
caregivers (Roberts, 2004). Although, outpaced by their male counterparts, Black women are the
“fastest growing segment of the prison population” (Roberts, 2004, p. 1274). For Black families,
especially those in the inner cities, prison has become a social norm – a rite of passage (Roberts,
2004).
When one introduces the ghetto, where many Black families call home, as an extension
of the prison then the ethnoracial prison that begin on the plantation is one that Black Americans
continue to live in, while moving from one space of incarceration to another. The Black prisoner
is a dialogical identity that is analogous with the chattel slave from the plantations. Slavery was
not only a Southern issue, it was also a pivotal form of “image-making” in which their labor that
was conceived as humiliating, shameful and dehumanizing became an internalized and external
marker of Black Americans as a race – a fluid concept beyond borders (X et al., 2017, p. 92).
The modern slave, the Angolan prisoner from the prison plantation and the ghetto are a part of a
national project of the Black identity which is racialized then reified through mass incarceration.
Yet, Petit argues in Invisible Men that these individuals are utilized to paradoxically define
criminality and fill prisons while simultaneously their dislocation or statistical invisibility
reaffirms a colonial-linear project of progress.
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The Future of the Lower Ninth Ward
In Discipline and Punish, the modern soul is conceived by Foucault as a modern invention
that replaces the body in punishment. Thus, punishment takes on more insidious forms as it
becomes “the most hidden part of the penal process” (Foucault, 1995, p. 9). Rather than just
punish, the modern prison system – which exists beyond the prison – is preoccupied with
discipline as well as the creation and control of made subjects. However, if Black subjects are
entering carceral spaces that punishes them based on their race as a desire to continue to procure
free labor from them – a precept of racism – then these individuals are not made to be
disciplined. Their body becomes a focal site of punishment as they continually bend, under the
hot sun to retrieve cotton from the soil their ancestors once toiled. This kind of shame and
humiliation is a quintessential one for African-Americans – one that can only be captured in
black and white.
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina ravaged the Lower Ninth Ward. Ten years later, only thirty-seven
percent of households had returned (Landphair, 2007). New Orleans is amongst the cities with
the highest national rates of violent crime and poverty which is heavily concentrated within
neighborhoods like the Lower Ninth Ward (Fieldstadt, 2022; Landphair, 2017). However, the
Lower Ninth Ward is also amongst the highest in terms of home ownership (Landphair, 2007).
The devastation of Hurricane Katrina has affected this greatly. The Lower Ninth Ward became a
majorly Black neighborhood because of “the area’s unsteady terrain” and subsequent “social
marginalization [which] encouraged the development of close-knit communities of people who
helped create New Orleans” (Landphair, 2007, para. 2). After Hurricane Katrina, “those very
geological, economic, and social vulnerabilities present enormous obstacles to residents’
returning, despite their desire to do” (Landphair, 2007, para. 2). In New Orleans, wealthier and
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predominantly white locations were built along the natural levee where former plantations were
while, “less privileged settlers moved away from the high ground into flood-prone backswamps”
(Landphair, 2007, para. 4). In 1885 the Lower Ninth Ward, a part of the flood-prone
backswamps, was referred to by an official New Orleans guidebook as “never been visited by
man” (Landphair, 2007). The Lower Ninth Ward was another form of dislocation and isolation
endemic of ghettos, that continued to deteriorate through “municipal neglect” (Landphair, 2007,
para. 2). Yet, it is also a resilient symbol of community, evident by high rates of home
ownership, loss, and the desire to return. Two years after Hurricane Katrina, photographers
Calhoun and McCormick opened the L9 Center for the Arts (see figure 4) in the Lower Ninth
Ward, where they grew up, continued to live, and were ultimately displaced. The L9 Center for
the Arts “run[s] art programmes and photography workshops for young people in the Lower
Ninth Ward” (Churchman, 2021, para. 5). After the hurricane Calhoun and McCormick created
an exhibit titled Right to Return which depicts their community as it struggles to rebuild through
a prism of black and white edges bursting with color (see figure 5) (Churchman, 2021; Calhoun
et al., 2020).
The Right to Return is a testament to how despite occupying a prison society, in which
bodies are ensnared ethnoracically, individuals can still create spaces for themselves and their
communities. The failures of the federal and state government in rebuilding the Lower Ninth
Ward exemplifies the ways in which modern slavery has transformed by the depreciation of
individuals (Edwards, 2015). Rebuilding, finding a place and creating community within a prison
society is a mode of not only creativity but resistance. Unlike Slavery: The Prison Industrial
Complex exhibit, The Right to Return’s color composition was not by design. When Hurricane
Katrina hit New Orleans, McCormick and Calhoun were forced to flee to Texas with their sons
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(Binlot, 2015). Having lived through Hurricane Betsy in 1956, McCormick and Calhoun chose to
not put their children through the same traumatic experience. McCormick states, “we both were
younger when Betsy hit, and for some reason for me, the water just resonated, I just had that
fear” (Binlot, 2015, para. 3). When they returned to New Orleans, after the hurricane passed,
their neighborhood was destroyed as well as the negatives of their photos depicting the life of
their community. McCormick and Calhoun’s son dissuaded them from throwing away their
negatives that were soaked with water and molded. Consequently, this created the color
composition on the photographs in The Right to Return.
On April 2, 1863, in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, itinerant photographers William D.
McPherson and J. Oliver captured one of the most infamous photos that depicted the brutality of
slavery. The photo was of an escaped slave from present-day Louisiana named Peter. In it,
Peter’s back is exposed, showing the numerous keloids formed from interlocking lashes of a
whip (see figure 6). After a severe whipping in the fall of 1862 Peter, who had been recuperating
in bed, decided to escape (Blakemore, 2019). Slaves were valuable assets to the American
economy and more intimately the plantation they tirelessly toiled upon. Thus, Peter’s escape
consisted of traveling approximately eighty miles in ten days after he rubbed onions from the
plantation on his body to ward off the bloodhounds that would surely be after him (Blakemore,
2019). This act of survival amid what Southern politician John C. Calhoun would refer to as a
“peculiar institution” can now be understood as a form of resistance as Peter found brief refuge
at a Union Soldiers station in Baton Rouge (Capers, 2022, para. 9). There, Peter allowed what
would be later referred to as “The Scourged Back”, disrupt any disillusionments in considering
slavery as simply peculiar and joined Union General Benjamin F. Butler’s Louisiana Native
Guards as a segregated soldier. While there is not much recorded about Peter after the Civil War,
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the photo captured of his back would become an indictment of slavery as not innocuous nor just
a form of work (Blakemore, 2019; Gage, 2004). A Massachusetts’ surgeon, named Samuel K.
Towle, working at the Baton Rouge Union station stated along with a copy of “The Scourged
Back” to the Surgeon General of the State of Massachusetts’, “few sensation writers ever
depicted worse punishments than this man must have received, though, nothing in his appearance
indicates any unusual viciousness – but on the contrary, he seems intelligent and well-behaved”
(Gage, 2009, para. 4). Peter’s back, ravaged by a racist capitalistic system, would continue to
evoke visceral responses even to the point of questioning its veracity. “The Scourged Back” was
mass produced and circulated in forms, such as a “carte-de-visite”, widely across Northern
publications and by abolition groups (Blakemore, 2019, para. 9). For many, it captured the
brutality of slavery in a way that words simply could not. Photography has continued to be a
medium to convey slavery and its legacy within the United States. In 1863, two white male
photographers captured one of the most iconic photos depicting American chattel slavery.
Contemporarily, Black American photographers, like Calhoun and McCormick, have stepped
behind the lens to capture the legacy of slavery which includes its historical remnants and
present ramifications. What distinguishes their work from that of McPherson and Oliver, is not
simply race, but the question of what it means for these individuals to witness, recognize, and
capture the other side of their lens.
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Becoming: The Politics of Reparations & Recognition
Reparation revisits pain and trauma from the past by acknowledging a wrongdoing
through rectification, by monetary or other compensatory means. However, in the popular
discourse of a capitalist nation-state such as America there has been a focus more upon the latter
clause rather than the former, of which reparations is principled upon. Etymologically, the word
reparation finds its roots in both Late Latin and Old French (Merriam-Webster Dictionary).
Reparations route to the English language began with the Late Latin word, reparationem, which
means the “act of repairing, restoration” and the Old French word, of which is derived from the
former, reparacion, which means “reconciliation” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). Reparation
signifies a greater issue than economic and political redress. Rather, by definition, reparation is a
means of reconciliation, restoration and repairment. Furthermore, reparation distinguishes a set
of victims as well as acknowledges those who have acted in or within structures of perpetration.
This occurs in the moment of redress, by explicitly identifying who this redress is going towards
and the broader reason of what necessitates it. Thus, the depravation or unwillingness to render
reparations to a set of victims, strips these individuals of their victimhood while simultaneously
rebuffing perpetration and blurring the lines between perpetrator and victim.
Reparation is not a new phenomenon in Euro-America. Reparations were paid to France
by Haiti to acknowledge their independence in 1825, to British slave owners through the Slave
Compensation Act of 1837 and to American slave owners through the District of Columbia
Emancipation Act of 1862. Each of these moments reified and globalized wages of whiteness—
as Blackness was a global project, so was the inverse. Reparations are acts of recognition, and
when codified by capitalist nation-states, clearly outlines a victim and perpetrator. Thus, the most
or only peculiar part of slavery is its end and the Reconstruction that followed. Any notion that
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the institution of chattel slavery and colonialism crumbled due to humanism is difficult to
reconcile when considering the end of slavery and colonial rule never formally acknowledged
Black people as the victim. Instead, slave owners and colonial masters were compensated – and
continue to be – at the purported end of these institutions. One of the most insidious and
lingering events concerning slavery reparations where owners were compensated, and a wage of
whiteness was rendered was in the United States post-Emancipation.
On January 16, 1865, American Union General William T. Sherman issued Special Field
Order, No. 15 after meeting with twenty Black ministers in Savannah, Georgia as the end of the
Civil War loomed. This order is summarized popularly as the promised 40 acres and a mule. It
states,
the islands from Charleston, south, the abandoned rice fields along the rivers for thirty
miles back from the sea, and the country bordering the St. Johns river, Florida, are
reserved and set apart for the settlement of the negroes now made free by the acts of war
and the proclamation of the President of the United States… in the settlements… no
white person whatever, unless military officers and soldiers detailed for duty, will be
permitted to reside; and the sole and exclusive management of affairs will be left to the
freed people themselves, subject only to the United States military authority and the acts
of Congress… each family shall have a plot of not more than (40) acres of tillable
ground… (Berlin, 1991, p. 338-40).
Land was supposed to be confiscated from the Confederacy and given to newly freed Black
families. However, four months later this order was reversed by former President Andrew
Johnson after the assassination of then President Abraham Lincoln on April 14, 1865. Under the
Johnson administration, the Reconstruction Era became a re-institution of legitimate slavery
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post-Emancipation. In 1865 and 1866 the Black Codes were widely enacted across the South.
The Black Codes were, “laws, enacted in the former Confederate states after the American Civil
War, that restricted the freedom of former slaves and were designed to assure white supremacy”
(Britannica, 2022, para. 1). The Black Codes shared fundaments with the Slave Codes, “…
which defined slaves as property” (Britannica, 2022, para. 1). These laws were concerned with
ownership of a person’s body and work. As, “what… [the master] wants from the slave is not
recognition but work” (Fanon, 1967, p. 220). Work has always been the central problem of
Blackness – ownership of one’s work almost always extends to ownership of one’s body as it is
brutalized by voracious economic systems such as capitalism.
The theoretical work of English philosopher John Locke underpins essential American
and European values such as, natural law, the social contract, and the right to revolution. To
understand the relationship between slavery, property and work in the context of chattel slavery
one must underscore Locke’s An Essay Concerning the True Original Extent and end of Civil
Government section “Of Property”. Here Locke clearly states,
every man has a ‘property’ in his own ‘person’. This nobody has a right to but himself.
The ‘labor’ of his body and the ‘work’ of his hands, we may say, are properly his… this
‘labor’ being the unquestionable property of the laborer, no man but he can have a right
to what that is once joined to (Locke, 1773, p. 15-6).
The legacy of slavery and the denial of reparations is best understood when framed around
Locke’s conceptualization of property. If slavery was merely just ownership of one’s body, its
end would be another story. However, slavery has always been a total ownership of which one’s
own person – one’s first and absolute property – along with their second form of private property
was violently forced then taken – their labor. In the United States, the Slave Codes codified
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chattel slavery and the slave trade – stripping slaves of any rights or ownership of their labor or
themselves. After the Emancipation Proclamation, the Black Codes prevented newly freed slaves
from owning private property and limited, “the freedom of African Americans and ensure[d]
their availability as a cheap labor force after slavery… many states required Black people to sign
yearly labor contracts; if they refused, they risked being arrested, fined, and forced into unpaid
labor” (History Editors, 2022, para. 1). Under the Johnson administration these laws were both
tolerated and encouraged.
After the impeachment of President Johnson in 1868, the Black Codes were reestablished
as the more legally tolerable Jim Crow Laws and remained for almost a century (History.com
Editors, 2022; Jarvis, 2004). Under the gaze of Civil Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
and other proponents, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was signed into law by President Lyndon B.
Johnson – formally abolishing Jim Crow. A year later Johnson signed into law the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 which outlawed discriminatory voting practices in the south that inhibited Black
people from voting. Political freedom and ownership of Lockean conceived property was never
facilitated solely through state or federal intervention to Black Americans. This lack of
intervention has caused their citizenship, like their recognized humanity, to never be completed
despite their persistent struggle – from chattel slavery to the Civil War and through Civil Rights
Movement. Slavery reparations in the United States encompasses a need for recognition of the
struggle and failure of Black citizenship along with chattel slavery. The failure to give freed
slaves their 40 acres and a mule – Confederate lands of which their labor would constitute as
their property – has complicated and at certain junctures stagnated meaningful discourse on
slavery reparations by creating dissonance in Blackness as a flat all-encompassing identity.
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Blackness is a global capitalistic project that has defined the people from what was once
acceptably referred to as the dark continent (Brantlinger, 1985). The continuity of legacies of
slavery, colonialism, and empire alongside the expansion of the Western Man, who is EuroAmerican and white, through international institutions, complicates reparations. In an
immaculately clean cut of history, sub-Saharan African nations would receive reparations from
their European colonizer nations and Black Americans from the United States. However, the
global project of Blackness has been an immense undertaking, of which many gained and even
more suffered. Alongside the continuity and collapsing of empires the Black diaspora has
expanded beyond those confined to ships through the slave trade. The global project of
Blackness was at once a conscious project heralded by Colonial Europe. After the American
Revolution, its exceptional birth as a new nation and disavowal of the Old World, this project
was handed to the United States which rose to the status of global hegemony by the twentieth
century. Du Bois states, “the unending tragedy of Reconstruction is the utter inability of the
American mind to grasp its real significance, its national and worldwide implications” (Du Bois,
1964, p. 708). Just as Haiti had once turned to America for recognition of its independence so
does the globe now watch how Blackness is constructed, recognized, or more accurately
purposefully misrecognized by the United States.
America has codified and explicitly granted reparations to Japanese American internment
survivors through the Civil and Liberties Act of 1988, Native Americans through the Indians
Claim Commission in 1946 and supported Jewish victims in receiving reparations from Germany
and Austria (Nazaryan, 2017; Merelli, 2019; Etoke, 2021). In these instances, on the
international and national level, America has maintained a similar attitude and framing of
reparations. The Civil and Liberties Act of 1988, passed four decades after the end of World War
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II: this law granted Japanese Americans affected by internment $20,000 given in checks, which
was accompanied by an apology (Nazaryan, 2017; Brownfield at al., 2018). Democratic
Congressman Norman Mineta, a survivor of Japanese internment, stated upon the signing its
legislation by former United States President Ronald Reagan, “the beauty and strength of this
country is that it is able to admit wrong and issue redress” (Blakemore, 2019, para. 4). President
Reagan opened the signing ceremony by stating, “my fellow Americans we gather here today to
right a grave wrong” and ended the ceremony by stating, “what is most important in this bill has
less to do with property than to do with honor for here we admit a wrong here we reaffirm our
commitment as a nation for equal justice under the law” (Brownfield et al., 2018, figure 3).
Through the words of President Reagan who spoke with the authority of the state, The Civil and
Liberties Act of 1988 was more than a compensatory means of rectification to a victimized
group. Rather the act “codified that the entire policy of internment was based on ‘race prejudice,
war hysteria, and a failure of political leadership’” (Brownfield et al., 2018, para. 7). Japanese
internment was a wrong that America had to realize, articulate, and redress through reparations.
At the end of World War II, America supported and actively sought “reparations as a form of
restorative justice” from Germany and Austria for Jewish victims of the Holocaust (Merelli,
2019, para. 2). In both these instances, America sought to procure reparations for victims it
recognized and legitimized through its political attention and state power. Many scholars in
Black studies question why African Americans have not received reparations or recognition to
the same degree over a century later.
“The Case for Reparations” by Ta-Nehisi Coates timelines the racial atrocities and
violence of slavery that did not end when the chains were broken. Instead, chains had become
institutions that prevented and continued to prevent the advancement of African Americans
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socio-economically (Coates, 2014). Coates’ specifically references predatory practices that
undermined Black homeownership done by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) enacted
by Congress, which “adopted a racial policy that could well have been culled from the
Nuremberg laws” (Coates, 2014, para. 20). This removed reparations from its usual framing of a
past, or ended act of perpetration, into a necessity to end present and persistent acts that plague
future choices and aspirations. This contrasts with reparations given to groups such as the
Japanese Americans, whose perpetration had a more fixed starting, popular consensus and an
ending point that could be clearly legislated (Nazaryan, 2017; Blakemore, 2019). The blurring of
time that has occurred in terms of the legacy of slavery is more widely parsed and questioned in
legal literature on reparations.
“Repairing the Past: New Efforts in the Reparations Debate in America”, by law
professor Charles J. Ogletree Jr. entered the debate of reparations by proscribing a legal and
political defense for slavery reparations (Ogletree, 2013). In his defense, Ogletree acknowledges
how different periods of harm towards African-Americans have shaped the reparation discourse.
He noted white opposition lessened overwhelmingly when contextualized within the Jim Crow
era (Ogletree, 2003). However, dividing the brutality of chattel slavery and the violence of Jim
Crow laws ignores the evolution and perpetuation of a similar line of racial violence (Ogletree,
2003). The latter, Jim Crow, does not preclude the former, chattel slavery, but by recognizing
only one as deserving of reparations, one distances themselves from the other act of violence.
The violence of Jim Crow was contingent upon that of slavery and later so was the FHA racially
discriminatory policies (Coates, 2014). Ogletree’s case for reparations is both in past perpetration
and encapsulated in the extrapolation of the plantation upon other sectors of society. Opposition
to slavery reparations is often framed by the idea that “blacks today ought not be viewed as
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victims of past discrimination, given the passage of time and the extent to which black people's
choices have perpetuated their own disadvantage” (Forde-Mazrui, 2004, p. 685). This opposition
that writers such as Coates and Ogletree, attempt to contend with ignores the evolution of racial
violence and how the legacy of slavery continues to exist and persist. Slavery reparations, if
realized, would work as a means of memory entrepreneurship by acknowledging how racial
violence from chattel slavery has evolved over the years in America into systems of institutional
systemic racism (Carmichael, 2007). The argument for slavery reparations for many prominent
thinkers of racial justice are premised upon federal complicity in racial violence and
discrimination from the inception of America to present (Ogletree, 2003). Thus, slavery
reparations are imagined in the political realm to be enacted and enforced by states and the
federal government.
On June 19, 2019, Congress held a hearing to address America’s legacy of slavery
through the bill termed H.R. 40. The Congressional hearing was filled with numerous witnesses,
so packed they occupied three rooms where individual spheres of space ceased to exist
(Lockhart, 2019). A look into the crowd showed the pluralistic and diverse faculties of the
United States as individuals of different races and socioeconomic backgrounds gathered to hear
the politics surrounding this bill. H.R. 40 holds greater meaning than its seemingly innocuous
coded naming may convey. H.R. 40 stands for House Resolution 40, in which ‘40’ represents the
40 acres and a mule promised but not received by newly freed slaves in 1865 (Gates, 2013). If
passed by the United States’ Congress, this bill will establish the “Commission to Study and
Develop Reparation Proposals for African-Americans” (Congress, 2022). However, the
congressional hearing of H.R. 40 illustrated how divisive reparations can be despite their
definition as a means for repairment, reconciliation and restoration (Merriam-Webster
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Dictionary). Republican witnesses at the H.R. 40 congressional hearing argued that monetary
means of compensating the legacy of slavery in America, “would insult many black Americans
by putting a price on the suffering of their ancestors… and would divide the country further”
(Zurcher, 2019, para. 7). They further asserted that slavery reparations would unfairly become,
“the injustice of monetary reparations from current taxpayers for the sins of a small subset of
Americans from many generations ago” (Zurcher, 2019, para. 9). However, other Democratic
witnesses stated, “a national reparations policy is a moral, democratic and economic imperative”
with an economist elaborating with, “when zipcode [postal code] determines what kind of school
that you go to, when zipcode determines what kind of food you eat - these are the vestiges of
enslavement that a lot of people don't want to deal with” (Zurcher, 2019, para. 9). At the same
hearing, Ta-Nehisi Coates stated, “enslavement reigned for 250 years on these shores. When it
ended, this country could have extended its hollow principles of life, liberty and pursuit of
happiness to all. But America had other things in mind” (Zurcher, 2019, para. 11). In addition to
scholarly and political contributions, the organization #ADOS, as it’s known on social media or
The American Descendants of Advocacy Foundation has galvanized slavery reparations into
more popular platforms such as Twitter, YouTube and Instagram (Etoke, 2021). Their main
agenda is slavery reparations for American Descendants of Slavery (ADOS), who they deem as
the rightful heirs of chattel slavery in the United States. Although their agenda has been lauded
as divisive there is merit in addressing their claims regardless of capitalistic motivations (Etoke,
2021).
Reparations in America should be contextualized within its legacy of slavery. Yet, it has
been reconceptualized in its transmission from scholarly discourse to the political and public
realm. This has distorted the debate from one that questions the time of harm and best mode of
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redress to an argument regarding accountability and responsibility politics. During the 2020
presidential campaign, most Democratic primary candidates showed support for H.R. 40.
However, their Republicans counterparts have opposed it with then Senate majority leader Mitch
McConnell citing slavery reparations as “hard to figure out who to compensate” with “none of us
currently living as responsible” and vowing to never allow H.R. 40 to pass while he is in power
(Sonmez, 2019, para. 1; Barett, 2019, para. 1-2). This has framed slavery reparations in the
United States to be largely a partisan issue, of which support, or lack thereof is representative of
party politics, ideals, and allegiance. The denial of slavery reparations or even a commission to
research, investigate and discourse it outlined by H.R. 40, alongside its current contentious space
within political debates and discourse, is one that infringes upon those that are most affected by
framing it through the lens of party values rather than its continued racial, human, and
capitalistic quality.
In Shades of Black, Nathalie Etoke illustrates how “racism is not just about color” and
further works to unveil “rhetorical sleight[s] of hand[s] that deceives only those who are
susceptible to this kind of manipulation” (Etoke, 2021, p. 107). In the third chapter,
“Decolonizing Freedom”, Etoke re-positions Black people as not only those that are oppressed or
present for extraction but as a precondition for white freedom (Etoke, 2021). Etoke states,
“police brutality, mass incarceration, and social inequality are the exorbitant price that Black
people pay for white freedom” (Etoke, 2021, p. 110). Thus, the brutalization of another becomes
the means of existence or a recognition of whiteness and its wage. In retrospect blackness
becomes flattened as, “race erases many factors that constitute the history of a person or
determine her behavior in a given situation” (Etoke, 2021, p. 32). This complicates slavery
reparations, as its realization is a destabilizing force against the myths that surround the
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construction of whiteness or race. When blackness is simplified as just a defining property of
whiteness, through binaries, this complicates whom should receive slavery reparations. Black
Americans, specifically ADOS, have a quintessential history of racial violence amongst a white
majority. Yet, the flattening of Blackness causes it to be conferred without specificity upon subSaharan and Afro-Caribbean immigrants. Etoke states, “consequently, race and racism become
the key modality of existence. Police brutality reminds us that America is a white-supremacist
state… the police force disrupts the life of the Black individual without due process” or sociohistorical accuracy of their specificity of Blackness and proximity to whiteness (Etoke, 2021, p.
34). The state leverages this in a way that differs from the War on Drugs. Sub-Saharan African
and Afro-Caribbean immigrant accomplishments are privileged narratives that the United States
uses to delegitimize a perfectly legitimate recourse on slavery reparations regarding property and
the failure to fully integrate ADOS as citizens post-Emancipation.
Being subjected to a similar violence does not indicate one as a rightful heir or inheritor
to what precipitated that violence. As explained in the first section, writers like Aimé Césaire
illuminate how Nazism is part of a history of colonial violence and procedures which was once
solely reserved for non-Europeans. Yet, the political and historical status of the event and their
European victims greatly differs globally from that of non-white, non-European victims of
colonialization and chattel slavery. In a similar sense, historical labor connects ADOS to the
United States’ legacy of slavery differently from other Black people. This encompasses their
“two hundred fifty years of slavery. Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years of separate but equal.
Thirty-five years of racist housing policy” and more that pushed them into unfair and low paying
jobs after centuries of unpaid labor (Coates, 2014, para. 1). This does not discount that the
expanding Black diaspora in Europe and America is a consequence of Euro-American colonial
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conquest, post-colonial destabilization and neo-colonialism. Nor should it privilege statistical
data pertaining to Afro-Caribbean and sub-Saharan African American immigrants as defining the
Black American experience. According to a 2018 study, sub-Saharan immigrants had higher
rates of college education than that of white Americans and ADOS (Etoke, 2021). Nigerian
Americans transcended “racial and ethnic criteria… they are one of the groups with the most
degrees and their median household income is 62,351 dollars compared to the national average
of 57,617” (Etoke, 2021, p.37-8). Yet, from the high nationwide rates of Black incarceration,
police brutality, housing inequality and poverty that disproportionately effects ADOS, these
statistics cannot suffice as indicative of the Black experience or progress in America (Etoke,
2021).
The trauma and ramifications of chattel slavery, as the term indicates, is generational and
thus distinguishes ADOS from other non-ADOS Black Americans. Yet, police brutality occurs
because, “whether Black individuals accept it or not they are incarcerated in a sub-humanity
perceived as inherent to the color of their skin” (Etoke, 2021, p. 41). Although, racialized
violence erases the historical specificity of a diverse Blackness, statistics such as the ones on
Nigerian-Americans do not, as it highlights the progress of a subset of Black Americans – not all.
Acts such as police brutality, in which violent objects do not concern themselves with where one
comes from or how, does complicate the discourse around lineal based slavery reparations that
are framed to address its legacy (Etoke, 2021). Yet, the economic progress of Black immigrants
that exceed their ADOS counterparts, and in some cases white, serve as a reminder of why lineal
based slavery reparations should be a priority in America (Etoke, 2021). The passing of slavery
reparations in the United States may call for the exclusion of non-ADOS Black Americans.
However, it would still be beneficial to the Black Americans that it may exclude since the Black
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identity is one of a collective. The immaterial wage rendered would be that of recognition and a
path of becoming human or whole within a capitalist nation-state. In addition, reparations
rendered to ADOS by the United States would further discourses and actions towards reparations
across the Euro-American colonial empire.
Slavery and colonial reparations still have not been rendered to the Black diaspora or
those within sub-Saharan Africa from Euro-America as a means of recognition. However, on the
international level foreign aid and investment – arguably forms of neo-colonialism – have been
framed as means of rectification despite the long list of attachments imposed by the World Trade
Organization, International Monetary Fund and World Bank that re-envision an integral
component of the triangular trade – the importation of manufactured goods from Europe to
Africa (Howard-Hassmann, 2018; Hickel, 2021; Ziai, 2020). These international financial
organizations act as a proxy to reinforce subordination of Euro-American colonial territories and
continue to procure profits at the detriment of people that have been historically profiteered from
and dehumanized through the opening of markets and debt-trap loaning practices (HowardHassmann, 2018; Hickel, 2021; Ziai, 2020). According to a 2018 study, sub-Saharan Africa
accounted for “two-thirds of the global extreme poor population” (Schoch et al., 2020, para. 1).
Despite this, globally, institutions have marked the contemporary era as post-colonial. This
marker, considering this, has no normative value.
On a national level, in the United States, cities like Evanston, Illinois have allocated
funds to addressing discriminatory practices that occurred after slavery, and through their
policies sever this discrimination from the legacy of slavery. According to “community
feedback” and the “tax burden” of direct payment Evanston officials have decided against direct
payments to their Black residents (Adams, 2021, para. 11). Although, more accurately termed,
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Evanston’s “remedy plan” addresses discriminatory housing policies by the city prioritizing
“descendants of Evanston residents” from 1919 to 1969 but also including the years after and
other Black residents (Adams, 2021, para. 3). Although Evanston is referred to as the first city in
America to issue slavery reparations, its policy’s temporal location of harm de-links itself from
slavery and further, “the housing program is initially budgeted at $400,000” which was funded
by, “the first $10 million in revenue from the city’s tax on the sale of recreational marijuana”
(Treisman, 2021, para. 4). Qualifying families will receive “$25,000” each towards “home repair
or property costs” (Adams, 2021, para. 1). According to the budget and policy, only sixteen
residents would receive this reparation out of over twelve thousand Black residents (Adams,
2021). Like many cities across the United States, Black Evanston residents experienced
“historical harm” through housing inequality and inequity far beyond the parameters of 1919 to
1969 (Adams, 2021, para. 3). In retrospect, California, which seems to be framing the trajectory
of national or federal slavery reparations, has created a nine person task force to draft a proposal
on slavery reparations in the state (Kalish, 2022). On March 29, 2022, after a debate spawning on
over six hours, they voted, 5-4, that “only Black Californians who can prove a direct lineage to
enslaved ancestors will be eligible for the statewide – and first-in-the nation – initiative to
address the harms and enduring legacy of slavery” (Kalish, 2022, para. 1). While they have an
arduous path ahead of them in terms of finding non-invasive forms of tracing lineage and the
exclusion of Black Americans who are not ADOS – this is still a far greater pursuit than that of
Evanston, Illinois in terms of recognition and slavery reparations (Kalish, 2022; Reuters, 2022).
As James Baldwin once ascertained, “the world is white no longer, and it will never be
white again” (Baldwin, 1953, p. 12). Something, at some point, must be faced, admitted, or
changed. This thesis went over various theories on race, the human and power – trying to
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conceptualize what ought to be faced, admitted, or changed. However, theory without application
cannot feed, shelter nor save people. The purpose of theory – the purpose of the many vital
works that have emerged from Black Studies, has been the hope of application. Fanon states,
if we want to turn Africa… and America into a new Europe, then let us leave the destiny
of our countries to Europeans… But if we want humanity to advance a step further…
then we must invent and we must make discoveries… For Europe, for ourselves, and for
humanity, comrades, we must turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, and
try to set afoot a new man (Fanon, 1963, p. 315-6).
As academics wrestle with the subservient yet all-encompassing system of capitalism, there is a
desire as Fanon states to step further beyond this. Nowhere is this more evident than, Lewis R.
Gordon’s “Disciplinary Decadence and the Decolonisation of Knowledge”. In it, Gordon
critiques the insularity of academic disciplines from reality, towards disciplinary decadence, that
leads to decay (Gordon, 2014). Furthermore, Gordon underscores how colonial modes of
knowledge, in the singular form, and the production of knowledge through disciplinary
decadence perpetuates colonialization (Gordon, 2014). Gordon critiques scholars in race theory
who rely heavily on textuality within a purposefully limited canon and other colonial productions
of knowledge. He suggests an anti-colonial mode of study through the “teleological suspension
of disciplinarity” (Gordon, 2014, p. 87). For years academics have engaged in this anti-colonial
production of knowledge, however it has largely been undermined by institutions that can
meaningfully apply their work to policies. At times they are even sanitized to fit within
exceptional narratives and myths.
The human that writers Frantz Fanon and Sylvia Wynter envision cannot possibly emerge
from the Euro-American imposed global capitalistic system. Yet, the issues facing the continued
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denial of slavery reparations cannot be ignored because Black Studies cannot afford to engage in
disciplinary decadence and consequent decay, nor should it fully embrace afro-pessimism
(Gordon, 2014; Wilderson, 2017). In the end academia exists beyond paper and is forced to
continually address the atrocities of chattel slavery and colonialism and its legacies that manifest
through racialized violence such as mass incarceration and housing inequality. A pressing
concern now in the United States is the rise of environmental racism, which is literally killing,
maiming, and destroying generations of Black families as evidenced by the Flint Michigan water
crisis and the New Orleans Gordon Plaza toxic waste crisis (Greeson et al., 2021; Fears, 2022).
Reflecting upon the global project of Blackness, the quintessential racialized violence of Black
Americans or ADOS and mass incarceration that is inextricably linked to the brutal system of
capitalism it emerges, reparations is an immediate must. To render a group of people to be subhuman within a system that does not seem to be yielding soon, is in part bad faith.
This thesis would like to pose two significant aspirations of Black Studies: (1) changing
the material and immaterial reality of Black people which subsequently is an interrogation of the
human and Other while, (2) creating what bell hooks theorized as a homeplace (hooks, 2001). It
is easy when looking at the historical conditions of Black people against the backdrop of
structures that ensnare them globally and nationally to fall into despair – looking towards afropessimism exclusively for the answers (Wilderson, 2017). However, scholars, many that have
been cited from the introduction until now have worked to produce literature that not only
solidifies notions of reparations but creates a homeplace for readers against the onslaught of the
global phenomenon that is white supremacy. When the time comes one may go back to Fanon
and think of a new human and system of which that human may thrive. However, for now and in
the unyielding clutches of capitalism, the Euro-American Empire in its preaching of universalism
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and human rights must render colonial and slavery reparations and that is the only recognition
within this system that will suffice.
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Figures

Figure 1. Note: From Slavery, the Prison Industrial Complex at the la Biennale di Venezia’s 56th
International Art Exhibition taken by Chandra McCormick (Calhoun et al., n.d.).

Figure 2. Note: From Slavery, the Prison Industrial Complex at the la Biennale di Venezia’s 56th
International Art Exhibition taken by Keith Calhoun (Calhoun, et al., n.d.).
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Figure 3. Note: These images are from Slavery, the Prison Industrial Complex at the la Biennale
di Venezia’s 56th International Art Exhibition taken by Keith Calhoun (Calhoun et al., n.d.).

Figure 4. Note: “L9 Center for the Arts”, this is an image of photographers Chandra McCormick
and Keith Calhoun from Calhoun McCormick Photography’s website taken in front of the L9
Center for the Arts (Calhoun et al., n.d.).
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Figure 5. Note: Flags from Calhoun McCormick Photography portfolio collection labeled Right
to Return (Calhoun et al., n.d.).
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Figure 6. Note: The Scourged Back a photo of “an escaped enslaved man named Peter showing
his scarred back at a medical examination in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 1863 [-] Library of
Congress” (Blakemore, 2019)
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